

    
        
          Padre Pio: Irish Encounters with the Saint

        

        
        
          Colm Keane

        

        
          Published by Capel Island Press, 2017.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      PADRE PIO: IRISH ENCOUNTERS WITH THE SAINT

    

    
      First edition. September 1, 2017.

      Copyright © 2017 Colm Keane.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1386130048

    

    
    
      Written by Colm Keane.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

INTRODUCTION

THE EARLY YEARS | 1918 – 1949

THE MIDDLE YEARS | 1950 – 1959

THE LATER YEARS | 1960 – 1968

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Also By Colm Keane

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For Sean


      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

INTRODUCTION
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Padre Pio loved the Irish.  He admired the depth of their faith, once remarking how ‘Ireland is a country beloved by God.’  His face would light up when introduced to people who had travelled so far to meet him.  ‘Ah, the Irish!’ he would exclaim in Italian when discovering where they were from.  He also took an interest in Irish Church affairs, supporting, for example, the building of a new basilica at Knock.

He counted among his personal friends people like John McCaffery, who lived in Donegal, Fr. P. Hamilton Pollock, who was based in Limerick, Donal Enright, from County Cork, Mairead Doyle, who lived in a house appropriately named ‘Franpio’ in Dublin, and others with strong Irish connections including the Irish-American heiress Mary Pyle.  They were always welcome in his company; if they were men, they were welcome in his cell.  

The Capuchin friars around him also loved Ireland.  Fr. Eusebio, who was Padre Pio’s assistant from 1960 – 1965, came to Ireland to study English.  So, too, did Fr. Alessio, who assisted him for six years and knew him well.  Yet another assistant, Fr. Ermelindo, learned his English in Donegal and Cork.  ‘I feel in Ireland like at home,’ Fr. Eusebio once said.  ‘I find the Irish people very like the Italian people, warm and friendly as they are.’

Each of these assistants brought with them to Ireland extraordinary, intimate stories about their stigmatised fellow friar.  Take, for example, Fr. Alessio, who described how he had once seen the stigmata: ‘They were horrible to look at.  I had always wished to see them, but once I saw them, I prayed, “God, don’t ever let me see them again.”  His hands were like those of a leper, they were so corroded.’  He had also slept in a cell next to Padre Pio’s and was aware of the friar’s many battles with devils.  ‘Once I would be there, he wouldn’t be scared,’ he recalled.  

Fr. Alessio said he knew if sick people who came seeking cures would live or die.  ‘I know from experience,’ he remarked, ‘that when Padre Pio said to the sick person, “I’ll pray for you” or “Let’s pray to God,” the sick person was going to be healed.  On the other hand, if he said, “Let’s resign ourselves to the will of God” or said nothing at all, the grace of healing was not to be.’  

The warm, close relationship between Padre Pio and his fellow friars, on the one hand, and the padre’s Irish devotees, on the other hand, was not only unusual but quite profound.  In the pages ahead you will see how close that relationship was from the accounts of early pilgrims who travelled by boat and train and walked up the dusty road to the friary.  You will also read the stories of so many others who arrived at a later stage on comfortable package tours from Dublin and Belfast.  

You will additionally become acquainted with miracles and cures, not to mention the friar’s aroma of perfume, ability to bilocate and to read people’s minds.  These traits and characteristics will feature prominently throughout the book.  In the meantime, we need to familiarise ourselves with the extraordinary mystic of San Giovanni, starting with what happened in September 1918 when five deep lesions appeared on his body – the stigmata or five wounds of Christ.  

On Friday, 20 September 1918, Padre Pio sat in the choir loft of the friary chapel at San Giovanni Rotondo saying prayers of thanksgiving after Mass.  It was between nine and ten o’clock in the morning.  He was alone.  The normal darkness of the chapel seemed even duskier in the early autumn light.  Everything was deathly quiet.  He was, he later said, overcome by a sense of peacefulness ‘similar to a deep sleep.’

Mayhem suddenly broke loose.  The crucifix in the choir loft transformed itself into an ‘exalted being’ whose hands, feet and side dripped blood.  The friar was terrified.  Beams of light and shafts of flame burst forth from the being, wounding him in the hands and feet.  ‘What I felt at that moment is indescribable,’ Padre Pio later recalled.  ‘I thought I would die.’  The being then disappeared, not a word having been said, leaving Padre Pio lying on the floor, his hands and feet oozing blood.  A wound in his side, which had appeared at an earlier date, was also bleeding.

Padre Pio was aged 31 when the ‘visible stigmata’ appeared on his body.  There had been evidence of stigmatic marks in the past, but they had proved transitory.  He had also experienced what are referred to as ‘invisible stigmata’, where there was pain in all the relevant body parts but no bleeding wounds had appeared.  Although the earlier stigmatic manifestations had caused great discomfort, nothing compared to the physical pain and shame he felt after the events of September 1918.

‘I am dying of pain because of the wounds,’ he wrote, ‘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 cost me?’  Despite his plea, the wounds – and the pain – would remain with Padre Pio for almost exactly 50 years, up to his death in September 1968.

At first, news of Padre Pio’s stigmata travelled slowly, by word of mouth.  Soon, everyone in the village of San Giovanni knew. Nearby villages were next.  After that, reports spread like a raging fire, with the established Italian press hot on the scent of the latest gossip by the spring of 1919.  Suddenly, to his discomfort, the humble friar, from a modest, unassuming, peasant family in the tiny village of Pietrelcina, was an overnight star.

People flocked to the friary at San Giovanni to get a glimpse of this extraordinary man.  They crammed into his Masses, queued for interminable hours to attend his confessions, and waited by doors or in corridors to receive his blessing or to touch his robes.  Women, in particular, were drawn to him, arriving each morning to seek his absolution at confession or to beg his intercession over family concerns.

Soon, there were rumblings about miracles and cures.  A blind man was said to have recovered his sight after being blessed by Padre Pio.  A soldier’s gangrenous foot was healed even though doctors declared it to be untreatable.  The lame cast off their crutches and walked.  Tumours disappeared from those with cancer.  

Strange, sweet perfumes emanated from the blood of his wounds.  He appeared at the bedsides of the sick in their homes while simultaneously being witnessed by his colleagues back at the friary.  Those attending his confessions were shocked when he read their souls, recounting sins only they could have known.  

The local secular clergy weren’t impressed.  Their congregations were deserting them, preferring instead to attend Mass and confession at the friary.  More damagingly, money contributions were drying up and being redirected to the friars.  The local Archbishop of Manfredonia, Pasquale Gagliardi, was furious.  His complaints to Rome would soon have a telling effect.  

Gagliardi bombarded the pope and other ecclesiastical authorities with allegations that Padre Pio perfumed himself, wore makeup, took liberties with women and that his confessions were a disgrace.  The friar, he said, was ‘demon-possessed.’  Later it would emerge that Gagliardi might more accurately have been referring to himself.  Not only was he accused of sexual immorality and neglect of duty, but he was also denounced for selling valuable church property to line his pockets.  

Mud sticks, however, and Padre Pio paid a heavy price for the archbishop’s scurrilous inventions.  He was banned from saying public Masses or hearing lay confessions, prohibited from revealing the wounds or speaking about them, prevented from corresponding or interacting with devotees, and a decision was taken to move him from San Giovanni to a friary where he might disappear from view.

All these measures were implemented, breaking Padre Pio’s heart, with one exception – his planned relocation.  It was rescinded after a massive public protest involving 5,000 irate locals.  They were determined not to lose their beloved friar, and they succeeded, ensuring that Padre Pio remained in San Giovanni up to the day of his death.  

Separated from his spiritual children, Padre Pio accepted his fate and obeyed Rome’s commands.  His pastoral duties removed, he was effectively a prisoner in the friary at San Giovanni.  He prayed, said Mass in private and lived the life of a simple priest.  He was 46 years of age before things changed and he was restored once more to his public ministry.  

There would still be little peace for Padre Pio in the decades ahead.  He was continually investigated by the Vatican, whose emissaries beat a well-worn path to San Giovanni enquiring into his case.  Further restrictions were imposed, all of which he obeyed.  It wasn’t until 1963 – while in his mid-70s – that he was granted complete freedom by Pope Paul VI, who features later in this book.

His health was always precarious, to say the least.  He suffered from asthma, bronchitis, chronic gastritis, a painful kidney stone, arthritis in later age, and even had a malignant tumour removed from his ear.  He slept little – just a few hours each night – and ate less.  His diet was insufficient to maintain him, a doctor concluded.  His body, he said, was like good soil, requiring little nourishment to support it; hence his robust appearance.

His wounds continually caused pain and discomfort.  They never became infected and never healed, even though other scratches and everyday lacerations healed quickly.  He lost a cupful of blood through the wounds each day, adding to the pressure on his body.  His body temperature was startling, registering up to 118 degrees Fahrenheit even when well.  This latter phenomenon he shared with other stigmatics.

He worked prodigiously, undertaking tasks his fellow friars would never contemplate never mind complete.  Rising at 3.30 a.m., he would prepare for his daily Mass, which he celebrated at five a.m.  He spent up to eight hours hearing confessions each day.  He engaged with his visitors and devotees, dealt with sacks of letters, and still had time to oversee the building of a state-of-the-art hospital in San Giovanni.  The rest of the day he spent in contemplation and prayer.  

It was surprising he lived as long as he did, to the age of 81.  His final years were difficult.  He was feeble and clearly in pain.  He could barely shuffle onto the altar to say his Mass.  His memory was fading.  Worn out from a tough life, with its complications and controversies, it was clear from just past the mid-1960s that the end wasn’t far away.  

In 1967, the stigmata started fading.  The first to go were the feet, followed by the side.  Next the stigmata on the hands began to fade and by summer only dried crusts and a pink redness remained.  Padre Pio was beginning his journey home to heaven, and he knew it.  He would finally reach there on 23 September 1968.  
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THE EARLY YEARS

1918 – 1949
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Ireland was blighted by political upheaval and economic stagnation in the first half of the twentieth century.  There were two world wars, a civil war, a trade war with Britain and a worldwide depression to contend with.  Jobs were scarce, money was tight and foreign travel was unknown.  The prospects of taking a trip to Italy to see Padre Pio were slim.  

Many Irish-Americans had the resources to undertake the journey.  So, too, did international luminaries with Irish links.  Irish priests, with their Rome connections, and soldiers who fought with the Allies during World War II also travelled.  Add in an assortment of curious writers and you are left with a trail of disparate figures heading off to meet Padre Pio.  

Dublin-born Dr. Paschal Robinson was almost certainly the first Irish person to meet Padre Pio.  He did so in the 1920s, having been asked by the Vatican to investigate the friar.  

The news coming from the tiny village of San Giovanni Rotondo in the Gargano Mountains was of great concern to the Vatican.  They could hardly believe the information they were receiving.  Stories of a stigmatised friar who could read people’s minds, bilocate and bring about miracles and cures were bad enough; worse were reports of hysterical crowds flocking to his Masses and confessional.

Even in those early days, the 1920s, they did what any powerful organisation would do today – they decided to send one of their sharpest troubleshooters to find out what was going on.  They selected a man who was fast becoming a highly-regarded Vatican diplomat – the Dublin-born Franciscan by the name of Dr. Paschal Robinson.  He set out on what was, in effect, a secret mission to discover what was happening and to report back to his superiors in Rome.  

By that time, Dr. Paschal Robinson had already written two books on the stigmatic St. Francis, one book on St. Clare, and another on the Franciscan order.  He was clearly talented, having worked as a high-level foreign correspondent for American newspapers in the UK, and then – after becoming a Franciscan – teaching at university level in the USA.  Nobody was more qualified to carry out this delicate, discreet task than Robinson.

Paschal Robinson was born in Dublin’s Herbert Street in 1870.  He was christened David at birth but he would later take Paschal as his Franciscan name.  His father, a journalist, was well-regarded in Dublin literary circles.  However, in 1875 – little more than 20 years after the ending of the Great Famine – Robinson’s parents decided to depart for America, taking their five-year-old son with them.  No one would have guessed that in 1930 – 55 years later – the young boy would return as the Vatican’s Papal Nuncio to Ireland.

We can see from Robinson’s early career how he was selected to conduct an investigation of Padre Pio.  Having received his Doctorate in Sacred Theology, his rise was stellar – publishing four influential books in the next eight years and being appointed by no less than the pope as Professor of Medieval History at The Catholic University in Washington D.C.  Aware of his prolific talents, he was eventually inducted by the Vatican to its diplomatic service in Rome.

He arrived in Rome in 1919 and was soon on his way to the Peace Conference in Paris where settlement terms were being agreed by the Allies following the ending of World War I.  He excelled himself in his first diplomatic mission, primarily representing Catholic interests in Palestine and Africa.  Further diplomatic ventures followed, mainly in the Near East but also including a successful spell in Malta where he sorted out some thorny divisions between Church and State. 

It was in the 1920s that Dr. Robinson made the long and dusty journey to San Giovanni Rotondo to investigate Padre Pio.  He first examined the friar’s wounds, concluding that the reported bleeding actually occurred and the wounds were real.  This, alone, was significant as allegations had surfaced that the phenomenon was a hoax.  His conclusion mirrored those of many other investigators at the time who despite variations in their observations reported coin-sized lesions, covered in a wide film of crusted blood, which would break into shards and dig into the friar’s flesh, causing severe pain.

Some said the wounds were shallow; others reported that they were deep; another said that they fully pierced the hands so that light was visible through them.  Most said the wound in Padre Pio’s side was shaped like a cross.  The majority noticed blood emanating from the lesions; at least one other saw no bleeding at the time of examination.  Many were agreed that Padre Pio tried to cover them and was seemingly embarrassed by them.  Dr. Paschal Robinson concurred, pointing out that the publicity associated with them was unsought by the friar.

It was also noted that Padre Pio felt real pain from the lesions, with one investigator, Dr. Festa, observing that the friar could not fully close his hand.  Many remarked on the fragrance of the blood, with comments often made about how it smelled like perfume or ‘the scent of roses’.  As to why the wounds were there in the first place, and whether sheer mental concentration might be the cause, Padre Pio’s answer was always the same, advising that the person who asked should go out into a field, concentrate as hard as possible on a bull, and see if horns start to appear on their head. 

We do not know whether Dr. Robinson was impressed by the padre’s reasoning or whether he believed that some other self-inflicted, medical, psychological or supernatural factors might explain the wounds.  Like many churchmen, he seems to have avoided the issue.  Other investigators reached their own conclusions – one, Dr. Festa, concluded that the wounds were definitely stigmatic and of supernatural origin; another, Dr. Bignami, argued that they were most likely the product of suggestion allied to the use of chemicals; a third, Dr. Romanelli, said that any speculation would be beyond the competence of a physician.

Dr. Robinson concluded that Padre Pio should not appear in public as long as the stigmata were present.  This recommendation, echoed by other investigators, had significant consequences in subsequent years.  At various times, the friar was banned from saying public Masses, hearing lay confessions, meeting with devotees, answering letters or revealing his stigmata in public.  His pastoral duties removed, he was effectively a prisoner in the friary at San Giovanni.  Eventually, these restrictions were rescinded.  

The investigations of Dr. Robinson and others mentioned above would not be the only – and certainly not the last – that the Vatican would institute concerning Padre Pio.  Over the years, they sent archbishops, monsignors, Holy Office prelates and regular priests, all acting as investigators; the Capuchin Order sent their investigators, too, including their Minister General.  There was a notable procession of men in coloured robes and exotic hats making their way to report on this extraordinary friar and, more importantly, to determine what action the Church should take.  

Many of their reports have been lost in the mists of time.  Indeed, we might never have known of Dr. Paschal Robinson’s investigation had it not been for a diplomat with the British Legation to the Holy See who revealed the details of Robinson’s visit eight years after his death.  The diplomat, Alec Randall, was not only an admirer and friend of the Irishman but he and his colleagues played an integral role in establishing diplomatic relations between the new Irish Free State and the Vatican.

The establishment of these diplomatic links resulted in the arrival, in 1930, of Dr. Robinson as the first Papal Nuncio to Ireland since the seventeenth century.  He served the role well, becoming a beloved, revered and well-known figure in Irish life, involving himself with charitable organisations and other Catholic action movements.  The Evening Herald noted his ‘courtesy and charm of manner’ which firmly endeared him to those he met.

Dr. Robinson served as Papal Nuncio up to his death in August 1948, when he passed away at the Nunciature in the Phoenix Park.  Although he died just a handful of miles from where he had grown up more than seven decades earlier, he had lived a full life in the interim and played a small but notable role in the story of an extraordinary friar living a long way away in the Gargano Mountains in Italy.  

From the beginning, Padre Pio was known for his daily Mass.  It became the hallmark of his life.

Words like desire, hunger, passion and yearning are inadequate to describe Padre Pio’s love of the Mass.  From the moment he said his first in 1910, in the appropriate setting of his home village of Pietrelcina, to his last 58 years later, in San Giovanni Rotondo, he lived and died for his Mass.

During Mass, the altar became Padre Pio’s personal Calvary.  His intensity was spellbinding.  He sobbed and wept, shook uncontrollably and was lost in communion with God.  Pale and exhausted, he suffered intensely, his feet aching, his hands bleeding, his side throbbing, as he relived the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Once, when asked how he remained standing at the altar, he replied, ‘In the same way as Jesus remained upright on the cross.’ 

Raising the chalice to the heavens, his sleeves would fall back and reveal his wounds.  The congregation, already spellbound, would gasp.  It was the only time when they could witness the stigmatised hands; during the rest of the day they would remain bandaged.  There was something intensely moving about what they were seeing – a stigmatised friar who bore the five wounds of Christ reliving the crucifixion of his master on the cross.  

Perhaps Padre Pio best explained his love of the Mass.  ‘My heart beats very fast whenever I am with Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament,’ he wrote to his spiritual director.  ‘It sometimes seems to me that it will leap out of my chest.  Sometimes, at the altar, I feel as if my whole being were on fire; I cannot describe it to you.  My face, especially, seems to want to go up in flames.’

Witnesses provided their observations, too.  Among them was the prolific author and schoolteacher, Malachy Gerard Carroll, who, because of his Irish background, was familiar with the character and passions of his fellow countrymen, particularly their love of Padre Pio.  Among his numerous books – which included a biography of Matt Talbot – he wrote one of the earliest works on the mystic of San Giovanni.  Like almost everyone who witnessed the friar – and he did so by visiting him – he was particularly moved by his Mass.

‘Perhaps it is safe to say that nowhere in our world is there another priest who celebrates Mass as though he were bearing Christ’s cross through every moment of it,’ Carroll wrote.  ‘There is an expression of suffering on his face at the supreme moments of the Mass, and his body sometimes is seen to twitch with pain.  His fingers tremble and hesitate about breaking the Host, as though the veil has been rent for him and the reality of what he is doing has become too intense.

‘His lips shiver as he raises the Chalice.  When he genuflects, it is as though an invisible cross has crushed him down, for he rises painfully and with the utmost difficulty.  There are moments when he seems lost in colloquy with God, when he moves his head as though nodding assent and he speaks some abrupt words.  

‘Sometimes he weeps, as though a shadow of the world’s sin has come between him and the Eucharistic Jesus.  His compassion for the Christ he sees mocked again is great.  And there are those hands exposed during the Mass, and otherwise hidden by the brown woollen mittens he constantly wears.  Those hands can be seen, with the stigmata on them, the mystic shadow of the nails.  And sometimes they bleed.....’

Carroll also observed the long, protracted, seemingly interminable pauses that characterised the friar’s Masses, during which he would appear lost in thought or, perhaps more correctly, deep in communion with a greater power.  One such pause was especially noticeable during the memento of the living, where he prayed for the intentions of those who were still alive.

‘In that deep silence, the congregation crowded behind him really feel that he is taking their lives, their worries, their ambitions, their sins and their sorrow for sins, all the spotted reality that is their human nature, with its heroisms, its groping, its cowardices, and is lifting them up to Christ in hands that are shadowed with Christ’s wounds.  It is a mighty moment for any man whose name is in the heart or on the lips of Padre Pio.’

Other pauses were noted by Carroll – one arising during the memento of the dead, when the faithful departed were prayed for; another arising during Padre Pio’s communion, when he received the Eucharist.  Above all, however, the final blessing marked perhaps the single most important moment of prolonged reflective silence for those in attendance.  With the Mass over, Padre Pio faced the congregation, his hand raised, his sleeve sliding up his arm, and with the stigmata visible he issued his blessing.

‘Every man sees a hand raised in blessing over him – a hand marked with a bloody wound,’ Carroll concluded.  ‘Calvary becomes a reality, and the Mass appears in all its shattering wonder for each and all.  It is impossible to have any more than a vague, groping questioning about the silence of Padre Pio as he stands transfixed on the altar.

‘That silence keeps its secret.  But of one thing we can be certain – this silence reaches out to the silence in the heart of each one kneeling there, and according to the depth of spiritual silence within each heart will the real message of Padre Pio be felt.  The great, radiating meaning in the life of Padre Pio is his Mass.....’

The following is a spiritual love story from the early 1920s.  It concerns Mary Pyle, an American heiress of Irish heritage, who gave up her privileged life to live alongside Padre Pio in San Giovanni Rotondo.  She remained there for 45 years.

The year 1923 was a memorable one in Europe for all the wrong reasons.  In Germany, Hitler staged his Munich putsch; in Italy, Mussolini set up his Fascist Grand Council; in Ireland, the Civil War was still raging.  In America, things were looking more cheerful – those were the Roaring Twenties, an era of prosperity, consumerism and innovation.  Jazz was the rage; prohibition was on the wane; everything seemed possible.

Things were particularly rosy if you were rich.  The Rockefellers, Carnegies and Mellons were wealthy beyond anything ever known before.  Other lesser-known dynasties were extraordinarily affluent, too.  Among them was a family named McAlpin – they had dropped the ‘e’ at the end of the name some time before – which had direct Irish connections.  

The patriarch of the family – James McAlpin – had emigrated from Ireland to America in 1811.  He was accompanied by his wife, Jane.  They had married in County Antrim in 1809, before departing on the Jupiter for a new life in New York.  

Their son, David, made his fortune from the manufacture of tobacco.  He also owned large chunks of real estate in Manhattan.  David’s son, in turn, constructed the Hotel McAlpin in New York, which at the time was the largest hotel in the world.  Another son married a Rockefeller.  By the 1920s, the McAlpins were serious contenders among the upper end of America’s extremely rich.

It was into this family that Mary Pyle was born in 1888.  She was the daughter of Frances Adelaide McAlpin and James Tolman Pyle.  Her father’s family were affluent, too, and well-known as the founders of Pyle’s Pearline Soap.  Not surprisingly, her early life was privileged – the best schools, learning foreign languages, studying music and holidaying in Europe.

On one of those trips to Europe, Mary, aged 25, converted from Presbyterianism to Catholicism, with her baptism taking place in Spain.  Her mother was distraught and disinherited her daughter from her will, although she later relented and reinstated her as a beneficiary.  It was in Europe that Mary heard of a strange mystic in Italy named Padre Pio, and in 1923 she decided to pay him a visit.

The meeting between Pio and Pyle, by all accounts, had a profound sense of mystery and magic about it.  She later described what happened
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