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Saint Padre Pio

“I will do much more after my
death.”

God is so good! He knows our needs before we
do. Who realized at the turn of the century how the beliefs and
traditions of our faith would be under so much attack for the next
ninety years. Who suspected that we would need so desperately, a
role model, someone we could point to, and tell the world, “Ecce
Homo, behold the man! He affirms our faith. The Eucharist and the
Word, Our Lady, the Angels, our heritage in our brothers and
sisters, the Saints, are truly rich gifts from Our Lord Jesus.” We
are strengthened by the powerful men and women the Lord sends to
help us in times of crisis, when we judge that everything, we have
ever held dear in our Church, is falling apart around us. Padre Pio
of Pietrelcina is one of those men.

There are literally thousands of stories of
Padre Pio, with regard to the many spiritual gifts he received.
Many of these have been documented, while others have been woven
out of a sincere love people have had for him. We will share some
of the documented miraculous occurrences with you, and there are
many, because they form a part of who this man was and is.



We once said that when Mother Church chooses
to raise him to the Communion of Saints, the qualities of sanctity
in Padre Pio would not be solely that he bore the stigmata for 50
years of his life, that he had the gift of bi-location, the
fragrance of Heaven, or the many miracles attributed to him during
his lifetime. The proclamation of his sainthood would come from the
extraordinary spirituality he showed during his ministry, his
enormous love for Our Lord Jesus in the Eucharist, his devotion to
Mary and the Rosary, his willingness to take on the sins of the
world during his eighteen-hour days in the confessional, his
inspired writings, his spiritual counselling, his obedience to his
superiors, most especially His Holiness, the Pope, and possibly
more than anything, his lifelong commitment to his Sacrament, his
priesthood. In short, his loyalty to the Body of Christ, the Mother
of Christ, through the Vicar of Christ.

Writing about this powerful man in the
Church, may be the most difficult task we have undertaken. We want
to present to you the whole man, the man who has touched us, the
man whom we love. The Cause for Padre Pio’s Beatification has been
opened. It’s very important that none of us, out of some
misdirected sense of love for Padre Pio, say or do anything that
would prejudice his cause in any way.

We know that nothing is coincidental with the
Lord. At best, occurrences that appear to be coincidental, can be
termed “Holy Coincidence.” And so we know in advance that it was
God’s plan that Francesco Forgione, the future Padre Pio, be born
so close to the Castle Gate of Pietrelcina. Also, in the same
vicinity were the ruins of an ancient feudal church in honor of St.
Michael the Archangel. He would need the protection of St. Michael
and the Angels throughout his life. Very close to the place where
Francesco was born is the Church of Santa Maria degli Angeli (Our
Lady of the Angels), where he was baptized, also not
coincidentally. Santa Maria degli Angeli in Assisi, is the home of
the Portiuncola, the first church of St. Francis, after whom Padre
Pio was named, and whose way of life he would embrace.

So you can see, right off the bat, how the
Lord was working in Padre Pio’s life from before he was born. We
really believe the Lord has had a plan for all of us from the
beginning of time. Our job is to say “Yes” to His plan. Researching
the lives of the powerful men and women in our Church has been such
a gift to us, in that we can see clearly, how the Lord has
orchestrated the lives of those who have said “Yes!” Undoubtedly,
the enemy will attack, very often, from the most unsuspecting
sources. Time and again, those we believe to be our best friends
and allies, will unwittingly do the devil’s work. But if we have
our eyes on the Cross, if we are willing to pick up our Cross
daily, the Lord takes care of us. We believe

Padre Pio was a man who carried his Cross,
and the Crosses of many, all his life.

The Forgione family lived in the poorest
section of Pietrelcina. Francesco was poor, but by his own
testimony, he never lacked for anything. Values were much different
in those days. A child considered himself well off if he had the
basics in life. Francesco came from a good family. His father,
Grazio, and his mother Maria Guiseppa, were hard working farmers.
Their children’s well being was number one in their priorities.
They were able to provide for their family’s needs, but not much
more. There were no frills. Francesco grew up a very sensitive,
very spiritual boy. It was as if he knew from earliest childhood,
the road the Lord had for him to follow. He would always follow
that road.

His mother, Guiseppa, claimed that Francesco
was a good boy, who never gave her any trouble. Naturally, she’d
say that. She was a mother. Padre Pio, on the other hand, had a few
comments to make about little Francesco Forgione. While he admitted
that he was never spanked, he recalled his mother running after
him, calling out, “Come here, you shameless boy!” When asked why
she did this, the famous grin, and little twinkle came into his
eye. “Little incidents with my sister.” That one sentence affirms
that, while he was specially chosen, he was a normal boy!

His world was the little church of Our Lady
of the Angels. It might as well have been his home. All the
important events in his early life, took place in that church. In
addition to being baptized there, receiving his First Holy
Communion, and Confirmation there, he went into ecstasy in that
church, and had an apparition of the Sacred Heart of Jesus at age
five, there. “Our Lord Jesus appeared to Francesco, and beckoned
him to come to the main altar.” He placed His hand on Francesco’s
head. The course of his life, and his vocation were sealed. He
offered himself as victim at that early age.

Age five was an important time for Francesco,
a turning point, so to speak. He began to have apparitions of Our
Lady, which continued all his life. It was also then that demons
began to torture him. There’s an elm tree on the Piana Romana
(Roman Plain), which has been picked clean by over-enthusiastic
pilgrims since Padre Pio lived there. Francesco used to sit under
that tree to take advantage of the shade during the hot summer
days. He went through harsh battles with demons at that place.
Friends and neighbors testified, they could see him under the tree,
fighting with some invisible force. It looked like he was defending
himself against a swarm of bees. These battles continued on and off
until his final days.

In the slang of today, Padre Pio used to hang
out at church as a child. He went there to pray. He stayed hours
after Mass. He worked out an arrangement with the sacristan to lock
him in the church at times, so he could adore the Lord in the
Eucharist. His parish priest was Don Salvatore Pannullo, whom he
affectionately referred to as Zi’ Tore (Uncle Tore or Salvatore).
Zi’ Tore recalled the future Padre Pio as having told him at age
five, he wanted to become a priest. The priest could see special
attributes in Francesco Forgione. Others saw the same traits, but
could not distinguish their meaning. He had to be categorized; the
world insists on putting everybody into a box. Qualities that his
friends and neighbors categorized as “shy,” “different,” “quiet,”
Don Salvatore saw as the signs of deep spirituality.

Francesco had a hunger to learn. But there
were no schools for him to attend. Two men of the town, farmers,
volunteered to teach the children of the area. Their major
qualifications were that they could read and write. But that,
coupled with their sincere desire to help the children, started a
school. The children went to class at night, because they had to
work during the day. Francesco tended sheep for his father and
mother. He studied during that time. His friends tried to get him
to play with them, but he kept to his books.

When he did play with his friends, he drew
the line at swearing. He used to run away from boys, when they
began to curse. But although he was willing to play, it was not one
of his priorities. His preference was to spend time in church,
praying, and if the church was closed, sitting on the rocks
outside, also praying.

Francesco knew what a sacrifice it was for
his family to sponsor him in school. At the beginning, when he was
being taught by the farmers, there was little cost to his father,
little financial cost, that is. Grazio had to allow Francesco to
take time off from helping with the sheep, to study. But when it
became obvious that Francesco had advanced far beyond his volunteer
teacher’s ability to teach, when he told his family that he was
serious about becoming a religious, after St. Francis, they knew
they had to make much greater sacrifices.

It was at this time that Grazio left his
family, and came to the United States, to Jamaica, Long Island, New
York. There was no way, he could support his son’s education on the
meager earnings he made from the land in Italy.

And so Grazio kissed his wife good-by, gave
instructions to his children, who were now in charge, and traveled
the six thousand miles it would take to bring him where there was
enough money. He worked hard in New York, and sent as much money
home as was possible. You know, the more we read about Grazio, we
come to realize that Padre Pio had a saintly father as an example
all his life. Although he did not attend Mass as regularly as he
should have, and profanities flew from his mouth when he was angry,
he was truly a man of God, completely selfless, focused on his
family.

We, the mothers and fathers, are the
priest-makers. Last year, in one of our talks, Penny pointed her
finger at a large audience in a Texas town.

“Don’t be blaming the priests for lack of
vocations. They come from us, the family. Sure, we all want
grandchildren, for our name and heritage to go on. But are you
aware that though the priest gives back to God, the gift of having
children by his vow of celibacy, he is given the gift of eternal
life through his consecrated hands? When we Catholics become truly
aware of the gifts of the priesthood, our seminaries will be filled
to overflowing. But you’re the ones who have to make it
happen!”

We believe that Grazio and Guiseppa Forgione
were given this word of knowledge. Though they were simple folk,
the Lord gave them the wisdom to see the path their son had to
take, and they did everything in their power to make it happen, at
enormous sacrifice in their own lives.

Padre Pio always walked the narrow line,
never allowing himself the luxury of anything that could jeopardize
his relationship with Jesus. His parents brought him to the school
of Don Domenico Tizzani, a former priest, who had left his vocation
to marry. Although it was a bad choice from the outset, Don Tizzani
had the only real school for miles around. So Francesco went there
for three years.

It was a battle from the beginning. Francesco
felt a natural antagonism for this man, which reflected in the fact
that he did not advance as rapidly as he should have, much to the
chagrin of the teacher, and Guiseppa. The teacher complained to
her. She got on Francesco, berating him for not making the most of
this opportunity. After all, his father had to leave the family and
go to America, just so he could have this education. Francesco
cried from the depths of his heart, “The problem is he’s been a bad
priest!”

Guiseppa backed off immediately. At about
that time, we believe, some Angels whispered into Grazio’s heart in
New York. “If Francesco wants to be a friar, what logic is there in
sending him to an ex-priest for his education?” He wrote to his
wife, “Stop sending Francesco to Don Domenico’s school and look for
a better teacher.”

The Lord led Guiseppa to a Signor Caccavo,
under whose tutelage, Francesco advanced in leaps and bounds.
Signor Caccavo recalled that Francesco had told him once, a huge
man dressed like a priest, would block the entrance to his house,
when he came home from school. Then a young boy, whom he didn’t
know, walked up to the priest, made the sign of the cross, and the
priest disappeared.

The Seminary

By the time Francesco was fifteen years old,
he was advanced enough in his studies to enter a friary. He had
decided, years before, that he would be a Capuchin. He had to wait
some months before entering. His uncle Pellegrino pointed out other
religious orders to him. Francesco shook his head, “No, they don’t
wear beards.” This may be the logic of the young, but the Lord had
a reason for wanting Francesco to follow in the footsteps of his
namesake, who was to become his Spiritual Father. And if an
attraction to beards would do the trick, so be it.

Finally, he received permission to enter the
Capuchin friary at Morcone in January 1903. The few days before his
entry into the seminary, were days of visions from the Lord, to
prepare him for the battle that lay ahead for him. Jesus was
allowing Francesco to see the battle plan, the treacherous enemy,
the obstacles, the impossible odds. It was as if He had laid out
the conflicts Padre Pio would experience all his life, and how,
with the help of his Guardian Angels, and Jesus at his side, he
would overcome the enemy.

In this vision, Jesus acted as Francesco’s
guide. He led him onto an immense battlefield. On one side were
radiant looking men dressed in white. On the other, hideous
creatures dressed in somber, dark, gloomy colors. Jesus pointed to
a towering monster, bigger than anything Francesco had ever seen.
It was a terrifying sight. Jesus told the young Francesco, he had
to do battle with the creature. Francesco’s knees began to shake.
He pleaded with the Lord not to ask him do it. There was no way he
could be victorious over such a grotesque beast.

Jesus repeated His request to Francesco, but
said He would be at his side. Francesco did as he was told. He went
into a ferocious combat. The pain inflicted on him was
excruciating. But he was triumphant. The monster fled, as did all
his repulsive followers, screaming at the tops of their voices,
making inhuman sounds.

Jesus told Francesco, he would have to do
battle with this demon again, and throughout his life. But Jesus
would always be with him, to protect him, and help him. “Fear not,
I will be with you always, until the end of the world.“

This particular vision petrified Padre Pio
for the next twenty years. In reflecting on it, the thirty-five
year old Padre Pio shuddered as he spoke of the experience. Just
think of how the fifteen-year old Francesco felt after he went
through it. Jesus was giving Francesco a physical sign of the
enemies that all of us have to battle, all our lives.

Today, we’re told that there is no devil, no
Satan, no Lucifer. He doesn’t exist. He’s just a mirage that
religious leaders have cooked up over the centuries, to control our
behavior patterns, to force us to act according to their prudish
standards. What is happening, people, is that we’re being lulled
into a euphoric state. The intelligentsia of the world are trying
to play mind games on us. If we’re not aware of the enemy (the
devil), or we don’t believe he exists, why bother keeping our
defenses up to do battle with him?

And so it was with the future Padre Pio. The
Lord knew the road he would travel, to bring His children to the
Kingdom. He knew the obstacles, the future stigmatist would have to
overcome, the enemy that would attack him throughout his life, and
the strength of that foe. He showed Francesco the worst, so that he
would never underestimate what he was to be up against, or let his
guard down.

But as a balance, perhaps, the night before
he entered the friary, he was given a vision of Our Lord Jesus, and
His beautiful Mother, Mary. In this vision, Jesus put His hand on
Francesco’s shoulder, as He had when Francesco was five years old.
Jesus gave him the courage to go on. Mary, for her part, spoke to
him gently, tenderly, motherly, burrowing through to his soul with
her beautiful gaze.

Francesco took the religious name of Fra Pio.
It was a never-ending challenge for him to go through his training.
He kept being pulled back to the land of his birth, Pietrelcina.
How he managed to go through six years of training, was a miracle
in itself. He suffered bouts of illness all that time.

He was constantly under attack by messengers
of the devil. The assaults took on every form possible. There were
physical abuses that went on during the night, which would leave
him in a pool of perspiration and exhaustion in the morning. There
were onslaughts against his purity. Naked women manifested
themselves before him in all forms of lewd behavior. But these were
the obvious. Another, more deadly form of attack came in the form
of demons disguised as spiritual directors, respected confessors,
even as Jesus and Mary. They tortured him through the night,
criticizing him, admonishing him for not being good enough, not
holy enough, not studious enough.
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