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800 Years of the Stigmata

September 17 tris year marks a significant

date, not only for Franciscans around the world,
but for the entire Church as we commemorate
the 800" anniversary of the Stigmata of St
Francis of Assisi.

The Greek word ‘stigma’, meaning a scar or
branding left by a hot iron, is used in its plural
form, ‘stigmata’, to refer to the five marks
imprinted on Jesus’ body by the four nalil
wounds in his hands and feet, as well as the
piercing in his side by a spear.

Throughout history, there have been many holy
women and men who were supernaturally
marked with the five wounds of Christ in their
own bodies. As far as we know, the first person
to have ever received the stigmata was St
Francis of Assisi. There has been speculation as
to whether or not St Paul may have in fact been
the first stigmatist as he referred to the “marks
of Jesus” on his body. However, tradition has
never passed down the meaning of these
words, so it is possible that St Paul may have
been referring to other physical wounds from his
beatings and imprisonment.

The day on which St Francis received the Holy
Wounds was September 14, 1224 (feast of the
Exaltation of the Holy Cross). However, today
the feast of the Stigmata is commemorated each
year on September 17.

To date there have been over three hundred
recorded stigmatists in whom there is every
reason to believe that it was an act of God rather
than self-inflicted. A high percentage of these
have been women (more than 80%).

Among these holy men and women appear
notable Secular Franciscans such as St Angela
of Foligno, St Margaret of Cortona, St Catherine
of Genoa, Bl Mary Anne of Jesus, St Mary
Frances of the Five Wounds, Marie de Moeri
and Louise Lateau. One other notable
Franciscan, and perhaps the most famous
stigmatist known after St Francis is the
Capuchin friar St Padre Pio.

There are two kinds of stigmata, visible and
invisible. The visible form often leaves the
stigmatist bleeding from one or more of the
wounds. The bleeding is often recurrent, that is,
it starts and stops, and is accompanied by great
pain. In many cases, the bleeding releases a
pleasant perfumed aroma. In some stigmatics,
the blood type was found to be different to their
own. The invisible form of stigmata also causes
great suffering, however without the outward
marks of a wound, and without any bleeding.



Adapted from 7 he Little Flowers of St Francis

The day before the Feast of
the Holy Cross in September,
an angel appeared to Francis
and said, “l encourage you
and urge you to prepare and
dispose yourself humbly to
receive with all patience what
God wills to do in you.” Saint
Francis answered: “lI am
prepared to endure patiently
whatever my Lord wants to do
to me.” And after he said this,
the angel departed.

The next day came, that is, the
Feast of the Cross. Saint
Francis sometime before
dawn, began to pray outside
the entrance of his cell, turning
his face towards the east. He
prayed in this way: “My Lord
Jesus Christ, | pray you to
grant me two graces before |
die: the first is that during my
life I may feel in my soul and in
my body, as much as possible,
that pain which you, dear
Jesus, sustained in the hour of
your most bitter passion. The
second is that | may feel in my
heart, as much as possible,
that excessive love with which
you, O Son of God, were
inflamed in willingly enduring
such suffering for us sinners.”

That same morning he saw
coming down from Heaven a
Seraph with six resplendent
and flaming wings. As the
Seraph, flying swiftly, came
closer to Saint Francis, so that
he could perceive him clearly,
he noticed that he had the
likeness of a crucified man,
and his wings were so

disposed that two wings
extended above his head, two
were spread out to fly, and the
other two covered his entire
body.

On seeing this, Saint Francis
was very much afraid, and at
the same time he was filled
with joy and grief and
amazement. While he was
marvelling, he understood that
he was to be utterly
transformed into the direct
likeness of Christ Crucified.
During this marvellous
apparition, all of Mount La
Verna, where he then was,
seemed to be on fire with very
bright flames, which shone in
the night and illuminated the
various surrounding
mountains and valleys more
clearly than if the sun were
shining over all the earth.

After a long time, and a secret
conversation, this wonderous
vision disappeared; it left a

marvellous imprint of the
Passion of Christ in his
flesh. For soon there began to
appear in the hands and feet of
Saint Francis the marks of
nails such as he had just seen
in the body of Jesus Crucified,
who had appeared to him in
the form of a Seraph. For his
hands and feet seemed to be
pierced through the centre
with nails, the heads of which
were in the palms of his hands
and in the upper part of his feet
outside the flesh, and their
points extended through the
back of the hands and the
soles of the feet so far that
they seemed to be bent and
beaten back in such a way that
underneath their bent and
beaten-back point — all of
which stood out from the flesh
— it would have been easy to
put the finger of one’s hand as
through a ring. Likewise, in his
right side appeared the wound
of a blow from a spear, which
was open, red, and bloody,
and from which blood often
issued from the holy breast of
Saint Francis.

Now although those very holy
wounds gave him great joy in
his heart, nevertheless they
gave unbearable pain to his
flesh and physical senses.

And although he tried hard to
hide and conceal the glorious
Stigmata, he saw that he could
not hide them from his intimate
companions. Nevertheless, he
feared to make public the
secrets of God.



The Sacred Wounds of Jesus

It is a common practice to
meditate on the sacred
wounds of Jesus during Lent.
Yet, how many of us make this
a regular practice throughout
the rest of the year?

In his gospel account of the
Resurrection, St John reminds
us that the sacred wounds do
not belong to Good Friday
alone, but are very much part
of the message of Easter and
beyond.

St John tells us that on the first
evening of the Resurrection
(Easter day), having appeared
to his disciples, the risen
Jesus showed them the
wounds in his hands, feet and
side. In the very next moment,
he breathed on them and said,
“receive the Holy Spirit”. In
doing so Jesus was showing
the disciples the inseparable
union between his
Resurrection, the Sacred

Wounds, and the Holy Spirit.

One week later, on the octave
of Easter, our Lord appeared
to the disciples once again and
emphasised the importance of
his wounds within the Easter
message when he said to
Thomas, “Put your finger here;
see my hands. Reach out your
hand and put it into my side.
Stop doubting and believe.”

It seems for Thomas, that his
belief in the Resurrection was
not realised solely by seeing
Jesus alive, but rather, by
seeing his wounds. The
Sacred Wounds are not a
message for Good Friday
alone, nor does it stop at
Easter, but it continues into the
season after Pentecost.

The sacred wounds of Jesus
were brought to new light in
1224 with St Francis, who,
prior to receiving the stigmata,
prayed that God would allow
him to feel in his soul and
body, not only that bitter pain
which Jesus felt on the cross,
but just as importantly, that
through this suffering he may
also feel in his heart that
excessive love which Jesus
felt for us on the cross.

Francis realised that suffering
is not a means to its own end;
it was not enough just to suffer
for the sake of suffering.
Rather, it must result in a
greater good—Ilove. Francis
reminds us that Jesus did not
suffer in vain. The fruit of our
Lord’s Passion was love—our
redemption.

The sacred wounds of Jesus
are central to Franciscan
spirituality and teach us that
our own suffering must also
never be in vain. It must be a
two-fold union with the
crucified Christ, in which we
participate in  both  his
crucifixion, and in the
excessive love which our Lord
Jesus felt on the cross.

Any form of suffering must
always be transformed into
love. It must never be in the
form of self-pity, fear or
despair. We see this in a
mother whose labour pains
are manifested in her love for
the newborn, or, in someone
who bears the suffering of a
loved one for the good of the
other.

We must remember that the
wounds in Francis’ flesh were
not his own wounds. They
were the wounds of Jesus.
When we too suffer (physical,
mental, emotional), we must
also unite ourselves to the
suffering of Christ. If we isolate
our sufferings from that of
Jesus, they will be in vain and
will not produce any fruit.

In receiving the sacred
wounds, Francis received the
highest proof of Christ’s love—
to be formed into the complete
image of Jesus. When God
allows us to suffer, he is
proving his love for us by also
forming us into the image of
his own Son. By suffering in
union with Jesus, we will also
image him in his glorious
resurrection!



Orlando of Chiusi
C. 1200

In the year 1213, St Francis
came to the Tuscan Apennines
in central Italy, where during a
certain festival he delivered a
dramatic address on the
dangers of worldly pleasures.
Among the audience was the
wealthy Count Orlando of
Chiusi. So moved was he by
Francis’ words that he invited
the holy man back to his

beautiful palace for further
instruction on living a life
pleasing to God. Orlando

resolved to rearrange his life
according to the principals
taught by Francis. Desiring to
have the saintly man nearby,
he gifted Francis with the
mountain known as La Verna,
which belonged to him, and
where Francis was later to
receive his stigmata. Francis
inspected the mount and found
it very suitable for a life of
prayer. Orlando had a convent
and a church built there at once
for Francis and his brothers. In
return for his generosity,
Orlando asked no other
request of Francis other than
that of being received into the
Third Order with Francis as his
spiritual  director.  Orlando
attained a spirit of complete
detachment from his material
wealth and devoted himself to
works of charity.

Bl Peter Gambacorti of
Pisa 1355-1435

As a youth Peter lived an
overly indulgent and wasteful
life, but at the age of twenty-
two he received a complete
conversion thanks to the
prayers of his sister Clare who
was also a nun. Peter then
joined the third Order of St
Francis and lived as a hermit
in an isolated area on Monte
Cessano in Umbria. One day,
a band of robbers came upon
Peter's hut, yet his life of
poverty and piety made such
an impression on the men that
they abandoned their evil
ways and joined him in his life
of penance. More and more
men came to join Peter, and
soon he organised them into a
third  order  congregation
known as the Poor Brothers of
the Love of Christ. So severe
were their penitential practices
they were accused of being in
league with the devil. Peter
was brought before the court
of the Inquisition, but the
charges laid against him were
baseless. So strict was their
way of life that Peter only
allowed men between the
ages of eighteen and fifty to be
admitted to the brotherhood.
By the time of Peter’s death in
1435, six more convents of his
order were established
throughout Italy.
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BI1 Crescentia Hoess
1682-1744

Crecentia was born in
Kaufbeuren, Germany, to poor,
yet faithful and pious parents,
who set an example to their
eight children of living a poor
life in union with the poor and
suffering Christ. As a child,
Crescentia would prefer to
spend time praying in the
church rather than playing with
friends. If a poor person came
to their house at mealtime, she
would often give her share of
food to the visitor. At an early
age Crescentia was so well
instructed in religion that she
was permitted to receive Holy
Communion at the age of
seven. As she grew older,
Crecentia joined a community
of Third Order Franciscan
women as a consecrated virgin.
She was initially despised by
the other women in the
community, however her holy
virtues were eventually
recognised and she was
elected superior of the order.
being gifted with deep wisdom
and insight, she received visits
from bishops, cardinals, and
royalty seeking her advice in
important matters. In her final
years Crescentia was afflicted
with severe and crippling bodily
pains, which she was able to
endure in union with the
sufferings of Christ.

‘Secular Franciscan Saints’ are
adapted from the Franciscan Book of
Saints, by Marion A. Habig OFM



