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Padre Pio of Pietrelcina (1887-1968) was a humble Italian priest and Capuchin monk, 

who came into this life with a particular mission—to draw souls back to Christ and, by 

his example, instill faith in others in an age of skepticism and unbelief.  He was 

controversial in the sense that he transcended the spiritual mediocrity of his times and 

lived one-pointedly to do God’s will in spite of the persecutions he suffered at the hands 

of the Church and his fellow monks.  

 

Blessed with many spiritual gifts which he used to help people in sometimes mysterious 

ways, much has been made of the many miracles attributed to him. Yet he saw himself, 

merely, as an instrument of the Divine. For instance, well-known for his ability to bi-

locate, Padre Pio said of himself, “I only know that it is God who sends me.  I do not 

know whether I am there with my soul or body or both of them.” 

 

It was his deep devotion to God and Christ-like presence that changed those who came 

into contact with him.  People from all walks of life testified that through Padre Pio they 

experienced an immediate revelation of God’s presence in their lives. 

  

A devoted disciple of Christ, he sought to live in perfect attunement with the original 

spirit of Christ’s teachings, and aspired to live the “Way of the Cross” as he understood 

it, through the Christian tradition of great saints who asked to suffer for the salvation of 

souls—a view that parallels the Eastern spiritual tradition of taking on the karma of 

others.  

 

He first came to the attention of the world in the 1920’s, when he received the stigmata—

the outward visible manifestation of Christ’s wounds on his hands, feet, and side.   

Although this was considered a great blessing, the appearance of the stigmata brought 

unwanted media attention and immediate controversy within the church. 

  



Much that was said or written about him was either false or exaggerated.  His detractors 

tried to prove that he was either a fraud, mentally ill, possessed by the devil, or tried to 

attribute the stigmata to some cause other than his deep attunement with Christ.  For 

many, however, it was proof of his sanctity and added to his already growing reputation 

for holiness.   

 

Over the course of his lifetime, many thousands of people worldwide flocked to the 

remote mountain village of San Giovanni Rotundo in southern Italy to seek his counsel 

and spiritual guidance. Through his intercession over a thousand miraculous cures were 

reported.   

 

At the time of his death in 1968, he was receiving over 5,000 letters per month. He had  

established a worldwide prayer network in connection with the Casa Sollievo della 

Sofferenza (House for the Relief of Suffering). Today, it is one of the largest and most up 

to date hospitals in Italy.   

 

 Padre Pio was born Francisco Forgione, May 25, 1887. He was the fourth of eight 

children of Orazio and Giuseppa Forgione, who lived in Pietrelcina, a small farming 

community in southern Italy. They were hard working farming people for whom religion 

was the center of their lives.   

 

By all accounts Francisco, had a normal childhood growing up in a close knit Italian 

family. He loved going to church and listening to stories of the saints and often went 

off alone to pray and “think about God.”  As a grown man, he related that from early 

childhood he had regularly seen and spoken to Jesus, the Madonna, and his Guardian 

Angel, but even as an infant he had endured demonic attacks in his dreams.  

 

At age 15, he entered the religious life, and took the Habit of the Order of Friars 

Capuchin.  However, the decision to abandon home and family was not easy.  In 

January of 1903, he had two visions in which he understood that his entry into the 



religious life would be nothing less than prolonged combat with the forces of evil.  But 

he was assured of victory as long as he fought gallantly and trusted in God alone.  

 

He was given the name Fra Pio and began his year of novitiate which was severe and 

rigorous. Each novice was taught to subdue his passions, learn humility and obedience, 

and live in a spirit of mortification.  It was a life of great austerity, but Fra Pio and his 

fellow monks embraced it willingly and joyfully with the conviction that it would bring 

them closer to God. 

 

After his novitiate year, he moved from friary to friary (1904-1910) pursuing his 

studies for the priesthood. He also began having spiritual experiences in which visions 

of celestial beings alternated with infernal visitations.  He described being beaten and 

bloodied by demons, and actually kissing the hands of Christ. These experiences 

created in him an immediate revulsion for anything that did not draw him closer to 

God. 

 

He also suffered from a variety of ill-defined physical problems that included attacks of 

vomiting so severe that he was unable to retain food for weeks on end, spasms of 

violent coughing, headaches, and high fevers. Without warning he would be reduced 

almost to the point of death only to recover just as suddenly. Unable to agree upon a 

diagnosis, the doctors recommended a period of rest in Pietrelcina. His mysterious 

illness continued to plague him off and on for the next ten years and nearly derailed his 

religious vocation because of his inability to live at the friary.  

 

During this time he was tortured with self-doubts, but resigned to the will of God.  

Despite these obstacles, Padre Benedetto, his spiritual director, arranged a special 

dispensation for his ordination into the priesthood.  He said his first Mass August 14, 

1910 in his hometown of Pietrelcina, where he continued his monk’s life in solitude—

teaching school, saying Mass, and praying deeply everyday. 

 



He made a feeble attempt to return to the friary, but his health wouldn’t permit it.   

Forced to return to Pietrelcina Padre Pio felt himself to be in exile from his fellow 

monks and feared also that he would be expelled from the Order.  However, in a vision, 

St. Francis appeared to him saying that it was God’s will that he remain there for the 

time being. During this “double exile” as he called it, he experienced continued bad 

health, family difficulties; trouble with his superiors; and terrifying diabolical assaults.  

But he also gained a reputation for sanctity in his hometown not so much for the 

mystical side of his nature, which few understood, but because of his exemplary 

conduct and concern for others.   

 

In September 1916, he was ordered to Our Lady of Grace friary at San Giovanni 

Rotundo, a remote farming village located in the Gargano Mountains in southern Italy 

where he assumed teaching and administrative duties.  But at the outbreak of World 

War I he was made director of the college when five of the monks were drafted into the 

army. He, too, was drafted soon after but discharged less than a year later because of 

ill-health.    

 

Almost immediately upon his return in March 1918, a circle of “spiritual sons and 

daughters” formed around him that would later become the basis for the worldwide 

prayer groups that would be set up in his name and his life changed drastically in ways 

that were totally unexpected.   

 

On the morning of September 20, while praying in the choir loft of the friary Church, he 

received the stigmata, the visible outward manifestation of Christ’s wounds in his hands, 

feet, and side.  Previously, in 1910 and 1915, he had received the stigmata, but the 

wounds were transitory and became invisible. This time they would remain with him 

permanently over the next 50 years of his life.   

 

In a letter to his superior he wrote: 



All the internal and external senses and even the very faculties of my soul were 

immersed in indescribable stillness.  Suddenly, I saw before me a mysterious 

person (whom he later identified as the wounded Christ) whose hands and feet 

were dripping blood. The sight terrified me. I thought I would have died if the 

Lord had not intervened. When the vision disappeared, I realized that it was my 

hands and feet and side that were dripping blood.  Imagine the agony that I have 

experienced and continue to experience everyday.  Dear Father, I am dying of 

pain because of the wounds and the resulting embarrassment I feel in my soul.  

If the Lord does not hear my heartfelt supplication to relieve me of this 

condition, will He at least free me from the unbearable humiliation and 

embarrassment caused by these outward signs? 

 

 The wounds bled constantly, emitting the sweet scent of roses and violets.  He lost 

about a teacup of blood per day.  Unable to close his hands, he wore special gloves at 

all times except when saying Mass and special shoes to cover the wounds on his feet.  

Doctors subjected him to painful examinations but the wounds defied medical science.  

Padre Pio accepted the stigmata as a gift from God, but he would have preferred to 

suffer in secret without drawing attention to himself.   

 

By the spring of 1919, news of the stigmata had begun to leak out beyond the 

monastery walls despite every injunction to secrecy. Large groups of people from 

nearby towns began asking for Padre Pio. Miraculous cures were reported, and by the 

end of May newspapers all over Italy were publishing articles about Padre Pio.   

 

This new found interest in a humble Capuchin priest, the influx of pilgrims and 

contributions to his monastery created jealousy among the local clergy, who spread 

vicious lies about him. The local bishop had priests and parishoners alike sign petitions 

insisting that Padre Pio’s wounds were self-inflicted; that he was using perfume to create 

heavenly odors; that he was possessed by the Devil, and that he was having illict 

relationships with his “spiritual daughters.” 



 

The first campaign against Padre Pio was launched in 1919 and continued unabated until 

1934. Accusations against Padre Pio poured into the Holy Office and by June 1922, 

restrictions were placed on his public access. He was forbidden all spiritual 

correspondence; he could not say Mass in public; he was to be transferred to another 

monastery. In fact, the last two measures could not be carried out for fear of riots among 

the local population.  

 

From 1924 to 1931, the Church issued statements denying the spiritual origin of the 

stigmata. As a result of this persecution he was allowed only to say the Mass in private, 

and forced to live as a recluse in his own monastery until 1933 when he had all his 

priestly powers restored. Pope Pius XI, taking a closer look at Padre Pio’s case said, “I 

have not been badly disposed toward Padre Pio, but I have been badly informed.” 

 

Despite these obstacles his ministry continued to grow. A man of tremendous will and 

energy, he worked 19 hour days beginning each day with Mass, hearing confessions and 

answering correspondence.  He subsisted on very little food or sleep and used his free 

time for prayer. When he tried to rest the pain of the stigmata became more intense. In a 

letter to his superior he wrote: 

 

I am devoured by the love of God and the love of neighbor. God is always fixed 

in my mind. 

 

As early as the 1920’s Padre Pio recognized the need for a hospital in San Giovanni 

Rotundo, where the poor could receive not only proper medical treatment but care for 

their souls as well. By 1940 plans were laid for the construction of the Casa Sollievo 

della Sofferenza (House for the Relief of Suffering).  However, the work was interrupted 

by the start of World War II which, terrible as it was, became the means of opening up 

Padre Pio’s ministry to the world.   

 



Between 1943 – 1945, hundreds of United States and Allied soldiers stationed in southern 

Italy made their way to San Giovanni Rotundo to visit “this man in the mountains” who 

bore the wounds of Christ. Inspired by his sanctity and his mystical celebration of the 

Mass, Catholic and Protestant alike came to revere Padre Pio and felt themselves to be in 

the presence of a true saint. 

 

Although he adhered strictly to the outward conventions of the Catholic Church, his inner 

spirituality transcended mere belief. During the war he administered the sacraments to 

Protestant soldiers much to the shock and dismay of his fellow monks. 

 

In later years, a friend of Swami Kriyananda’s, a practicing Kriyaban, related 

this story:  

During my confession, I told Padre Pio that I practiced Kriya Yoga. 

‘Oh, hush!’ Padre Pio replied. ‘You shouldn’t talk about such things. 

‘But,’ he added with a conspiratorial smile, ‘you’re doing the right 

thing!’ 

 

During the war many stories circulated about Padre Pio and how he protected those who 

prayed to him. In one of the most well-documented of these stories, allied bomber pilots 

recounted time and again how their attempts to bomb San Giovanni Rotundo were 

stopped by an apparition of a monk, later recognized as Padre Pio, whom they saw at an 

altitude 15,000 feet with arms outstretched.   

 

Immediately after the war, work on the “Casa” began in earnest. When these service men 

and women returned home, they took the word of Padre Pio with them. In the years 

following the war, a growing flood of pilgrims from every corner of the globe poured into 

San Giovanni Rotundo. Large donations were received, particularly, from America and 

Switzerland. Padre Pio organized fundraising events such as lotteries, raffles, and artistic 

evenings and the work also qualified for a grant from the United Nations Relief Fund as 

part of the rehabilitation of the Foggia region where San Giovanni Rotundo was located. 

 



The Casa opened its doors on May 5, 1956 with a crowd of more than 15,000 present.  

Throughout the 1950’s The Casa continued to expand and grow and new wings were 

added. Today, it is one of the largest and best-equipped hospitals in all of Italy. It is also 

the international center for over 2000 prayer groups in which the main goal for all 

participants is to strive to develop more fully within themselves the love of Christ and to 

share this love with their neighbors. 

 

Padre Pio was now an international celebrity. He was offered a weekly radio show which 

he declined saying, “I always pray for the sick. Rather than talk to them on the radio, I 

prefer to speak a prayer to God on their behalf.” 

Despite Padre Pio’s overwhelming success, he experienced a new wave of persecution 

because of jealousy and covetousness within the Capuchin order. In spite of warnings by 

the Holy See, the Capuchin order in the 1950’s had become involved in financial dealings 

with a banker named, Guiffre who had promised the Capuchins up to 90% interest per 

year on their investments. To honour these payments, Giuffre simply borrowed money, 

and promised more interest in return.  Finally, in 1958, he had to declare bankruptcy and 

the Capuchins lost all of their assets.  In order to avoid scandal, the Vatican forced the 

head of the Capuchin order to assume full financial responsibility for Giuffre's debts. 

The Vatican paid the debts but recorded it against the account of the Capuchin order.  

Deeply in the red the Capuchins needed a way to pay off their debt. They attempted to get 

control of the financial reserves held by Padre Pio, who had wisely not become involved 

in the affair. 

It shouldn’t have been a problem for the Capuchin superiors to take control of his assets, 

since members of a religious order are not allowed to own anything. But in 1957 

suspecting avarice within the Capuchin order, Pope Pius XII, an ardent supporter of 

Padre Pio and his work, granted him absolute right of administration and title to the 

property. Padre Pio was not released from the vow of poverty, but from undue meddling 

from his superiors. With the death of Pius XII in 1958, the new pope, John XXIII, was 



less well-disposed toward Padre Pio. The Capuchins, determined to get control of the 

money, put pressure on him to reverse this special dispensation. 

In addition they launched a campaign against Padre Pio in the press aimed at discrediting 

him and his administration of the Casa. They accused him of being an immoral person, a 

disobedient monk, a rebel, a fanatic, a heretic and a schismatic. 

Orders were given that all of Padre Pio’s incoming mail would be opened. Donations 

destined for the Casa were simply removed and put for deposit on the account of the 

Capuchins. For three months Padre Pio’s conversations were secretly recorded in the 

guest rooms of the friary and his confessional, a sacrilegious maneuver in order to find 

fault with the confessor, until they were found out and stopped. In spite of the apparent 

injustices that he had to endure, his inner joy remained untouched. He saw the hand of 

God in everything and seldom blamed or judged anyone saying, “God’s judgement is not 

man’s judgement.”   

In the summer of 1960, Pope John XXIII, under the influence of the Capuchin superiors, 

ordered an investigation into the life and ministry of Padre Pio.  As a result, he was 

forbidden to go outside the friary, and his ministry was curtailed. 

The acclaim and adulation that had been heaped upon him since the opening of the Casa 

now burst like a bubble. The fickle press now began to treat him not as a living saint but 

as a discredited charlatan. 

By November 1961, the Superior General of the Capuchins informed Padre Pio that the 

special dispensation of Pius XII was reversed, and that he was to sign over the title deeds 

to the Vatican which he did with exemplary obedience. Nevertheless, he was still under 

surveillance until Pope Paul VI, in1964, gave him complete liberty to exercise his priestly 

ministry. 

While he suffered greatly at the hands of the church perhaps the greatest on-going test in 

his life was not ill-health or persecution but doubts about his own salvation. A man of 

great intuitve insight, he was perplexed at being able to see clearly into the souls of others 



but not his own, and worried constantly whether or not he was acceptable to God.  “I do 

not know if I am doing right or wrong,” he said toward the end of his life. “I go forward 

almost miraculously, but I understand nothing.  I let Jesus Christ take care of it all.” 

As he approached his 80
th

 birthday, his health had begun to deteriorate.  Although 

confined to a wheelchair, he continued to say Mass and to hear fifty confessions a day.   

For more than a year the stigmata had begun to vanish. The wound in his side no longer 

bled, and by the summer of 1968 the stigmata on his hands were only scabs with a touch 

of redness.  On September 20, he celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of the stigmata, and 

said his last Mass two days later.    

He passed away peacefully, as he had foretold at 2:30AM on the morning of September 

23, 1968, the stigmata completely healed.  

Possible Sidebar or inclusion in the article.                                                      

Paramhansa Yogananda’s mission to the West and Padre Pio’s ministry both started 

about the same time, in the 1920’s, right after World War I. Was it mere coincidence, or 

is there some historical context for this? 

Yogananda said that if he had come 50 years earlier, people would have been indifferent 

to his teachings. But after the devastation of World War I, and the philosophies leading 

up to it, people emerged from the general carnage, broken and disillusioned and seeking 

answers to life’s problems. 

Many gave themselves over to bitterness and despair or took to the path of hedonism and 

sensory self indulgence. Still others turned to God in their search for meaning, and sought 

out those who could speak to them clearly about how to live and how to know God.   

 

 

  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


