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  This book is dedicated to Ray Ewen, of Glendale, New York, a true apostle of Padre Pio, whose faith in God and service to the Church has been a great inspiration to me. I cherish his friendship, and am profoundly grateful to him for introducing me to so many people who knew Padre Pio.




  




  




  PREFACE




  Padre Pio said, “After my death I will do more. My real mission will begin after my death.” Padre Pio’s spirit continues this promise which is confirmed by the testimonies of countless people who have received graces through his intercession.




  The Prayer Groups which Padre Pio founded have produced great fruits of faith and devotion in many parts of the world. They have pledged to be “reservoirs of love” at the service of the Church’s suffering body.




  Pope Benedict XVI met with members of the Prayer Groups in Rome in 2006, on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the hospital which Padre Pio founded, the Home for the Relief of Suffering. On that day, 30,000 people gathered to listen to the Holy Father’s inspiring words. He said, “Spurred on and sustained by the example of Padre Pio and by his intercession, do your best to emulate him in order to help all to live a profound spiritual experience, centered on contemplation of the Crucified Christ, revealer and mediator of the merciful love of the Heavenly Father.”




  “Pray, hope, and don’t worry” was Padre Pio’s constant advice to those who sought his help. His spiritual counsel was always simple, yet filled with divine wisdom. It seems that the great number of Padre Pio’s spiritual children throughout the world is not diminishing, but steadily increasing. In our suffering and troubled world, Padre Pio’s words still resound, bringing hope and healing.




  Padre Pio is continuing his mission, his mission of love and service. I hope and pray that the stories in this book will touch your heart and connect you to Heaven.




  Father Louis Solcia C.R.S.P.




  Spiritual Director of the Padre Pio Prayer Group




  Our Lady of the Rosary Catholic Church




  San Diego, California




  The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases. His mercies never fail; they are new every morning. Great is thy faithfulness.




  – Lamentations 3:22-23




  




  




  INTRODUCTION




  One day I happened to glance on my desk at a stack of the Padre Pio publications that I write, Pray, Hope, and Don’t Worry. It suddenly occurred to me that I had written enough issues to collect into book form. And that is exactly what I have done in this volume.




  Most of the stories in this book are taken from personal interviews that my husband, Deacon Ron and I have conducted with people who had met Padre Pio personally. I never expected that we would have the opportunity to speak to so many people who knew Padre Pio but when the word got around that we were interested in recording such testimonies, many people stepped forward and were very happy to share their experiences with us. What a blessing it has been to put their stories in writing. We have traveled to many different parts of the United States for the interviews.




  Other chapters in the book focus on various aspects of Padre Pio’s life and spirituality that have always been of great interest to me. Still other chapters concern Padre Pio’s friends from the early days. Although I did not have the privilege of meeting them, their stories are timeless and rich with inspiration. I have also included some of the correspondence that I have received through the years, sent to me by Padre Pio’s spiritual children from near and far.




  Meditating on St. Pio’s life, his work, and his insight into the deep spiritual realities of life has been of inestimable help to me on my faith journey. Pope Paul VI once said, “The world does not need teachers and preachers. It needs witnesses.” Padre Pio was one of those witnesses.




  Padre Pio has often been called, “The greatest mystic of the twentieth century.” I believe that is a true statement. Through conversations with so many people who met Padre Pio, I feel I have been given a glimpse into a soul who was endowed with remarkable mystical gifts and privileges and blessed by God in an extraordinary way. In this book, I want to share that glimpse with you.




  Diane Allen




  When Jesus wants to make me happy, he fills my heart with that spirit which is all fire, and talks to me about his delights; but when he wants to be consoled, he tells me about his pains, and invites me in a manner that is both a request and a command, to offer my body to alleviate his suffering.




  – St. Pio of Pietrelcina




  




  




  CHAPTER 1




  Padre Pio’s Way of the Cross




  Padre Pio’s life may be aptly described as a Way of the Cross. He lived the mystery of the Cross. Our Christian faith teaches us that suffering which is accepted and offered to God for the reparation of sin and for the salvation of souls, has an immense value. Even as a youth, Padre Pio understood the transcendent value of suffering. He once said, “If humanity could realize the value of suffering, they would ask for nothing else.”




  On one occasion Padre Pio said to his spiritual director, Father Benedetto Nardella, “My sufferings are more precious to me than gold.” His sufferings were precious to him because he was able to see them in the light of God’s will. He saw everything in the light of God’s will.




  The Lord permitted Francesco Forgione (Padre Pio) from his earliest years to suffer crosses, one after another. He was born in Pietrelcina, one of the poorest regions of southern Italy, on May 25, 1887. His parents, Grazio and Giuseppa Forgione, shared a life of poverty and hard manual labor on their tiny land holding. Three of Padre Pio’s siblings died as infants. The Forgiones had to accept the long absence of Grazio as he traveled to America twice to live and work in order to support his family and to earn the needed money for Padre Pio’s seminary education.




  Throughout his life, Padre Pio suffered from a number of prolonged and debilitating illnesses. He was afflicted with severe headaches, dizziness, asthma, intestinal trouble, chest pains, pulmonary infections, back pain, bronchitis, respiratory illnesses, fevers, and more. When Padre Pio was asked on one occasion how long he had been suffering, he replied that he had been suffering from the time he was in his mother’s womb.




  The painful illnesses which weakened Padre Pio’s body were nothing compared to the pain that he experienced in bearing the wounds of the stigmata in his hands, feet, and side. He also experienced the pain of Christ’s Passion in the scourging, the crown of thorns, and the shoulder wound. Padre Pio wrote, “The Heavenly Father has not ceased to allow me to share in the sufferings of his only begotten Son, even physically. These pains are so acute as to be absolutely indescribable and inconceivable.” (Letters I)




  Father Alessio Parente was often nearby in the mornings when Padre Pio changed the half-gloves that he always wore to cover the stigmata on his hands. Padre Alessio noticed that even the slightest touch to his hands caused him intense pain.




  Many people who were close to Padre Pio observed that his walk was slow and dragging as though he was bent under a great weight. Professor Gerardo De Caro observed this and said:




  One evening as I was standing by his cell, I saw Padre Pio return from the choir, walking with his shoulders bent over and with his chest almost touching his knees. His sandals shuffled across the ground as he dragged himself along like one carrying the cross. He must have been in great pain walking.




  He rested his weight on the edges of his feet and his heels so as not to press on the wounds of his feet. I looked at him and he looked at me. Immediately, and with great effort he straightened himself. For an instant I saw him like Jesus under the cross. After confession, I said to him, “Padre, you are like Jesus.” And Padre Pio tried to reprove me.




  Padre Pio was in great pain as he ascended the altar every morning to celebrate Mass. Padre Vincenzo of Casacalenda wrote about Padre Pio’s Mass and said:




  We remember him … his simple and absorbed deportment, yet he nevertheless appraised the difficulties of walking through the tightly packed crowd which only unwillingly made room for him to pass. His face showed no trace of splendor or of a supernatural power, but rather an expression of pain … One never wearied of looking at him. He was entirely suited to the mystery of the Passion which he seemed born specially to celebrate.




  Father Alessio Parente described Padre Pio during the offertory of the Mass and said, “He remained for a long time as if unable to move, his eyes full of tears, invariably fixed on the Crucifix, while he offered to the Heavenly Father, the bread and wine that were to become the Body and Blood of Jesus.”




  Like Father Alessio, Brother Modestino Fucci also observed Padre Pio’s tears during the Mass. He saved five handkerchiefs that were used by Padre Pio while celebrating Mass, two of which he used to dry his tears and the other three to wipe the perspiration from his forehead. Brother Modestino saw that there was blood on all five of the handkerchiefs.




  A Capuchin missionary priest once visited Padre Pio and asked him for advice. He told Padre Pio that he wanted to stay in Italy rather than return to the foreign missions but was not sure whether he should ask his superior for permission. “Why do you want to stay in Italy?” Padre Pio asked him. “Because I have a pain in my shoulder which bothers me greatly,” the missionary answered. “My brother,” Padre Pio replied, “it will take a great deal for it to be like my pain. Go back to the missions immediately.” The Capuchin followed his advice and returned to the foreign missions.




  As word spread that Padre Pio had received the stigmata, crowds started flooding to San Giovanni Rotondo. Many priests, seeing the large numbers of people that flocked to Padre Pio’s Mass, resented his popularity and publicly discredited him. Some of his bitter opponents sent letters of complaint to the Holy Office in Rome and spoke of him in harsh terms to the Holy Father. He was often slandered in the press. Many believed that his wounds were self-inflicted or caused by hysteria. Padre Pio never raised his voice to defend himself or respond in any way to his critics. A man once asked Padre Pio, “Is the devil tormenting you?” Padre Pio replied, “No, but now the earthly persecutions are beginning.”




  Rome was informed about the extreme and often fanatical devotion that a number of overly zealous pilgrims exhibited toward Padre Pio. Some claimed to possess relics of Padre Pio which were being sold for a high price. The Holy Office in Rome wanted to discourage people from making pilgrimages to San Giovanni Rotondo but the crowds who attended Padre Pio’s Mass kept increasing.




  In 1922, the first restrictions from the Holy Office were put into place. Among other things, Padre Pio was forbidden to give the faithful a blessing. He was not allowed to speak of the stigmata or to show the wounds to anyone. He was forbidden to let anyone kiss his hand. His Mass was not to be said at any set hour but at varied times, in the hope that fewer people would attend. He was no longer allowed to answer any letters that were sent to him. He was ordered to cease all communication with Padre Benedetto, who had been his spiritual director for twelve years.




  The order to cease communication with Padre Benedetto came as a terrible blow to Padre Pio. He depended on the excellent spiritual counsel of Padre Benedetto and was deeply hurt by this turn of events. Padre Benedetto understood him like no other and Padre Pio was able to open his heart easily to this wise and gifted priest. Padre Benedetto lived for twenty more years and the two priests were never to see or speak to each other again.




  A number of years later, someone asked Padre Pio if he had a spiritual director. He answered, “I had a spiritual director and it was Padre Benedetto, but since they took him away from me, I have had none.” Padre Agostino Daniele replaced Padre Benedetto as Padre Pio’s spiritual director. While he enjoyed a close, filial friendship with Padre Agostino and benefitted greatly from his spiritual counsel, Padre Pio indicated that Padre Benedetto was the only person who ever truly understood his soul.




  While Rome had legitimate concerns about the excessive devotion of some of Padre Pio’s admirers, the harsh interventions that ensued were hard to fathom and even harder to justify. In 1931, more severe restrictions from the Holy Office were announced. A decree was issued on June 12, 1931 that deprived Padre Pio of almost all of his priestly faculties. He was forbidden to say Mass in public. Instead, his Mass would be said behind closed doors, in an interior chapel of the monastery. He was no longer allowed to hear confessions or to receive visitors. He would be separated from those who needed his help and from those whom he wanted to help. When his superior brought him the news, he bowed his head and covered his eyes with his hands. He made no public statement about the decree.




  This was a time of great sadness in Padre Pio’s life. The enforced segregation, almost like solitary confinement, was a heavy cross. Padre Agostino visited Padre Pio shortly after the decree was announced. He wrote in his diary:




  I found Padre Pio very low. As soon as we were in his cell together, he started to cry … I was very moved but I was able to check my emotions. Padre Pio told me that he felt this unexpected trial very deeply. I told him, “Everything will work for God’s glory and for the good of souls.” “But it is precisely for souls that I feel this trial,” he answered. I said to Padre Pio, “You keep on praying and suffering for souls. Jesus will be able to save many of them, even without your ministry, by accepting only your suffering.”




  Padre Pio listened to Padre Agostino’s sound advice and acted on it. He kept on praying and suffering for souls and he remained submissive and obedient to the Church. He said, “The hand of the Church is gentle even when it strikes because it is our Mother’s hand.” Cardinal Giuseppe Siri, the Archbishop of Genoa, Italy said:




  The first who ought to have recognized Jesus Christ are those who sent him to the Cross; the same thing happened as well to Padre Pio… He was reduced to a reject, was secreted away, impeded, even to the point of being prohibited from communicating with the people.




  On July 15, 1933, Pope Pius XI ordered the Holy Office to lift the ban against Padre Pio whereby he was allowed to resume his public ministry. Pope Pius XI indicated that he had not been given accurate information regarding Padre Pio. He said, “I was not ill-disposed against Padre Pio. I was ill-informed about him.” However, for the rest of his life, Padre Pio would be doubted and held in suspicion by many members of both the clergy and the laity and periodically investigated by the Holy Office.




  Throughout his life, Padre Pio was tormented and attacked by devils. He once spoke of the demonic attacks to his secretary, Padre Alessio Parente and said, “If you could see what I see, you would be dead.” Once when Padre Pio was staying at St. Anne’s friary in Foggia, a local bishop had come for a visit. One evening during dinner, the bishop as well as the other Capuchins who were present, heard frightening sounds coming from Padre Pio’s cell. They were aware that it was a diabolical attack. The bishop was so terrified by the noise that he never again returned to the friary.




  For many years, Padre Pio experienced periods of spiritual aridity and darkness. He worried that his life was not pleasing to the Lord and at times he felt abandoned by God. He never presumed his own salvation, and the thought that he might not be saved tormented him and caused him great suffering. St. John of the Cross, the Spanish mystic, saint, and Doctor of the Church wrote extensively about the “dark night of the soul,” the state of spiritual aridity and darkness that many individuals experience on their spiritual journey. St. John of the Cross explained that God leads certain souls through the trial of the “dark night” for the sake of spiritual purification. It is a time of purgation, whereby the soul is prepared for a closer union with the Lord. Padre Pio endured the dark night of the soul for prolonged periods throughout his life.




  Padre Pio once wrote to Padre Agostino and said, “My father, never stop praying for me and asking others to pray for me so that these violent spiritual afflictions do not crush me.” It is ironic to note that although Padre Pio was generally in complete darkness concerning his own soul and how he stood in the sight of God, he was able to discern with great wisdom, through his gift of reading hearts, the interior state of those who came to him for spiritual direction.




  The sadness which Padre Pio’s environment caused him was another painful station on his long Way of the Cross. He was distressed by the disorderly conduct and fanaticism of a number of the pilgrims who came to the monastery. Once, Padre Pio showed his habit to the superior of the monastery, Father Carmelo. It had been cut with scissors and the cord had been slashed. Many of the pilgrims considered Padre Pio’s clothing, or any of his personal possessions for that matter, to be relics. Some were willing to go to any extreme to possess one. There seemed to be no solution to the problem.




  As Padre Pio grew older, he needed more personal assistance from his fellow Capuchins than ever before. His brothers in religion felt it a privilege to assist him. However, Padre Pio continually worried that he was becoming a burden to his religious community and it was hard to convince him otherwise. Up to two or three years before his death, he always led the evening devotions in the church. When he recited the prayer, “The Visit to Our Blessed Lady” he would cry as he prayed, “I beg you to help me always but especially toward the end of my life.”




  Padre Pio was saddened by the decrease in priestly vocations to the Capuchin order to which he belonged and by the abandonment of many of the Capuchin traditions and customs which were very dear to his heart. Nevertheless, he remained deeply committed to his priestly vocation. His great desire was to continue to work and labor in the vineyard of the Lord, right up to the end of his life. On the 50th anniversary of his first Mass, he prayed, “I desire nothing other than to love, to suffer another fifty years for my brothers; to burn for all with you, Lord, with you on the Cross.”




  Many members of the Capuchin community in San Giovanni Rotondo wanted a Way of the Cross to be erected behind the monastery of Our Lady of Grace. Father Michael Placentino took a great interest in the project. One day he asked Padre Pio what he thought of the idea. “Among the many beautiful things which we want to do, this is one of the most beautiful,” Padre Pio replied.




  Francesco Messina, considered by many to be the most talented artist in all of Italy, was asked by Father Placentino to carve the 14 Stations of the Cross in bronze. “I cannot do it,” Francesco replied. “My hands are now stricken with arthritis and the pain is intense.” “But Padre Pio wants the Way of the Cross to be erected on the monastery grounds,” Father Placentino replied. “Did you say that Padre Pio wants it? I cannot refuse our spiritual father. I will do the work!” Francesco said.




  On the day before he died, Padre Pio blessed the first stone of the Way of the Cross, marking the beginning of the work. The monumental project was not completed until three years after Padre Pio’s death. In the fifth Station of the Cross, Messina decided to fashion a bronze sculpture of Padre Pio. He represented him as Simon of Cyrene, bent down under the heavy weight of the Cross, helping Jesus on his way to Calvary.




  On May 25, 1971, the day of the inauguration of Messina’s 14 Stations of the Passion of Jesus, the Archbishop of Naples, Cardinal Corrado Ursi gave the dedication speech. He said:




  During his whole life, Padre Pio lived the mystery of the Cross. He was a man who suffered as Christ suffered, who was crucified with Christ. He bore sufferings of every description- humiliations, misunderstandings, and betrayal, cheerfully and calmly, obedient to God even unto death, as Jesus was. His sufferings were caused not merely by men, for the demons also loaded him with intense moral and physical suffering. From dawn to dusk, moreover, the moral disorders, sufferings, and despair, the product of sin, converged on him from all parts of the world, carried there by the innumerable penitents who crowded around his confessional.




  Padre Pio’s vocation was a call to imitate the suffering Christ. He understood well the doctrine of Christian suffering. He had studied in the school of suffering and had pondered its meaning his whole life long. In a letter to Padre Benedetto he wrote, “Believe me, I find happiness in my sufferings. Jesus himself wants my sufferings. He needs them for souls.” (Letters I)




  Our faith teaches us that we are never alone in our sufferings; God is with us. And God was with Padre Pio as he carried his heavy cross and followed in the footsteps of Jesus.




  The only thing I can boast about is the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom the world is crucified to me, and I to the world.




  – Galatians 6:14




  I think people remember this great man [Padre Pio] because he was a great saint. He lived the life of a saint. What he did during his life touches all nations. I think the world needs Padre Pio.




  – Padre Clemente da Santa Maria in Punta




  




  




  CHAPTER 2




  The Extraordinary Perfume of Padre Pio




  The extraordinary charism of perfume in the life of Padre Pio is well known and well documented. Thousands of people have testified that on occasion they have experienced suddenly and without explanation the perception of the perfume or fragrance that has come to be associated with Padre Pio. For the faithful, the perfume is regarded as an unmistakable sign of his presence. It has often served to communicate the message of a grace that is to be received. It has acted as a comfort to those who were suffering. At times, it has served as a warning of impending danger. At other times, it has been a signal of Padre Pio’s protection. It has consoled the bereaved and has admonished those who were straying off course. Sometimes called “the aroma of paradise,” when Padre Pio was alive, it frequently acted as a forceful call or summons for certain individuals to visit him in San Giovanni Rotondo.




  At times, the perfume could be perceived directly from Padre Pio’s person, his clothing, his belongings, on the things which he touched, and in the places which he passed through. When his clothing was laundered, the water sometimes gave forth a wonderful perfume. Most of the people who were close to Padre Pio sooner or later experienced the characteristic fragrance. It could be perceived from a distance, even hundreds of miles away. It was reported that at the time of Padre Pio’s burial, when his body was laid in the crypt in the friary church of Our Lady of Grace, a very noticeable perfume permeated the entire area. Thousands have experienced the perfume since his death.




  Padre Rosario of Aliminusa, was the superior of the monastery in San Giovanni Rotondo from September 1960 to January 1964. When he first arrived in San Giovanni Rotondo, he noticed the fragrance associated with Padre Pio every day during Vespers for a period of almost three months. He said that the aroma was strong and pleasant but difficult to describe. Once when he was in the old sacristy of the church, Padre Rosario noticed the fragrance of perfume on the chair used by Padre Pio for the men’s confessions. At other times, the perfume seemed to be issuing from Padre Pio’s hands.




  The bishop of Monopoli, Italy, Msgr. Antonio D’Enchia wrote, “In many cases I was told of the phenomenon of the perfume emanating merely from a picture of Padre Pio.” Bishop D’Enchia noted that in most cases, the perfume seemed to signify a grace that was about to be received by the individual who experienced it. Padre Pio once described it as “sweets for the children.” One of Padre Pio’s spiritual sons once told him that he had not experienced the perfume for a long time. “You are here with me and so you don’t need it,” Padre Pio replied.




  It is interesting to note that a number of the people who stated that they perceived the fragrances associated with Padre Pio had never even heard of him at the time they had the experience. Many have had no interest in religion. In their numbers have been non-believers, agnostics, atheists, and those with an open hostility to any form of spirituality. Many have been people who were unwilling or unable to believe in the idea of the charismatic phenomenon of Padre Pio’s perfume and yet they admitted that they experienced it. Padre Pio has a message for each one. Often it is a call to turn back to God, a call to conversion.




  An engineer from Milan once experienced the charismatic gift of Padre Pio’s fragrance and described it as far from a sweet-smelling perfume. The engineer had a very good friend who was one of Padre Pio’s spiritual sons. He often invited the engineer to accompany him to San Giovanni Rotondo to visit Padre Pio. The engineer always declined the invitation. He had no interest in anything connected with religion and was living a very worldly life at the time.




  The engineer’s friend spoke to him from his heart one day and said, “I have been praying for you and I have also asked Padre Pio to pray for you.” He then gave the engineer a small photograph of Padre Pio. Although he did not want to accept it, he took the photo and put it in his pocket in order to please his friend. A few days later, the engineer noticed an odor which surrounded him and followed him wherever he went. It had the unpleasant smell of something that was burning. “I cannot understand what this odor is,” the engineer said to himself. “I don’t know what to make of it.” Suddenly a voice spoke within his heart and said to him, “It is your extremely bad life!”




  The experience was a true wake-up call for the engineer and he began to think about the wretched state of his soul. He had the desire to see Padre Pio and make his confession to him. He decided to go to San Giovanni Rotondo at once. His confession of his sins and the absolution he received from Padre Pio was the beginning of a brand-new life for him. It marked his return to the Church after a twenty-six year absence.




  The fragrances associated with Padre Pio have been experienced not only by adults but by children as well. On one occasion, Mrs. Mario Pasqualini wrote a letter to Padre Pio, thanking him for the healing of her six-year- old daughter. Her daughter, who had always suffered from a weak constitution, suddenly became very ill. Her temperature climbed to 104 degrees. Several of Padre Pio’s spiritual children who were visiting the Pasqualini family at the time, suggested that they all join in prayer to Padre Pio on the little girl’s behalf. Almost immediately, the girl opened her eyes and remarked that she noticed a very sweet fragrance in the room. She told her mother that it reminded her of the incense that was used at their parish on special feast days. At once, her fever broke. When the doctor arrived, she was completely well.




  Gennaro Cascavilla was the vice-rector of the Third Order of Saint Francis in San Giovanni Rotondo. Once when he was at the monastery, he saw a seminarian and inquired whether he knew which cell belonged to Padre Pio. The seminarian took him to Padre Pio’s cell.




  Hoping to get even a small glimpse of the inside of the cell, Gennaro looked through the keyhole. At once, he was struck by a breeze that emitted a wonderful perfume. Gennaro experienced a joy which was so great that he did not want to leave. He wanted to remain in front of Padre Pio’s cell door for as long as he possibly could. He called several people over who were nearby and each one said that they also experienced the wonderful fragrance. Gennaro paused briefly before each one of the other cells in the monastery but perceived no fragrance.




  On certain occasions when Padre Pio celebrated Mass, the church would become filled with the distinct and characteristic perfume. Brother Modestino, who knew Padre Pio for many years recalled:




  In the morning, I presented myself in the sacristy to serve Padre Pio’s Mass but there were already some others there who were disputing over this privilege. Padre Pio interrupted this subdued shouting by saying, “He alone will serve Mass,” indicating me. Not another word was said. I accompanied Padre Pio to the altar of St. Francis and, the little gate being closed, he began to say Mass completely recollected. At the “Sanctus” I had an unexpected desire to smell again that indescribable scent that I had already experienced many times when kissing Padre Pio’s hand. The wish was immediately granted. A cloud of scent enveloped me. It kept on increasing until I could hardly breathe. I gripped the balustrade so as not to fall. I was about to faint and mentally I asked the Padre to prevent me from making a fool of myself in front of the people. At that precise moment, the scent disappeared. That evening as I accompanied Padre Pio to his cell, I asked him for an explanation of the phenomenon. He said to me, “My son, it is not I. It is the Lord who acts. He allows it to be smelled when and by whom He wishes. It all happens as and how He wishes.”




  A fascinating story regarding the extraordinary perfume of Padre Pio involves an incident that was recorded in the book, “The Pierced Priest,” by Jim Gallagher. It concerns Mrs. Kay Dick who was the headmistress of St. Jude’s Primary School in Barlanark, in eastern Glasgow, Scotland. One summer, when Kay was taking time off for vacation, the caretaker of the school noticed a strong scent of perfume coming from Kay’s office. It aroused her curiosity. Day after day, she noticed the perfume but was never able to find its source. She wondered if it might be issuing from the walls of the office. But the question that struck her was, “Why would perfume be issuing from the office walls?” It made no sense. The caretaker was completely mystified by the powerful and pervasive fragrance which did not fade but remained strong throughout Kay’s absence. Whoever came into Kay’s office, noticed it as well.




  When Kay returned from her vacation, the caretaker told her about the unusual phenomenon. When the two went into her office together, Kay immediately noticed the fragrance but was at a loss to explain it. Finally, she opened a drawer of her desk and the perfume became so strong that both she and the caretaker had to take a step back. There in the drawer were several picture postcards of Padre Pio. Before she left on her vacation, Kay put the pictures there, praying and entrusting the school to Padre Pio’s protection.




  Throughout the year, the school was constantly being vandalized and the summer months had the greatest incidents of vandalism. During Kay’s absence, St. Jude’s Primary School had no incidents of vandalism nor was it vandalized for any of the time that she was employed there.




  At least four doctors who experienced the charismatic fragrance of Padre Pio left a written testimony describing it. One doctor who left a detailed report was Dr. Giorgio Festa. Dr. Festa was a skilled and highly esteemed surgeon from Rome who was commissioned by the Capuchin General to examine Padre Pio’s stigmata. He first visited the provincial of the Capuchins in Foggia and carefully read all of the documents that were available on Padre Pio. Afterward, he and the provincial traveled together to San Giovanni Rotondo.




  As a guest in the monastery, Dr. Festa was able to observe Padre Pio closely. Dr. Festa noticed his cheerfulness, his sense of humor, and his welcome participation with the other Capuchins during times of recreation. Dr. Festa remarked that Padre Pio seemed transformed whenever the conversation turned to spiritual matters. He noticed his total consecration to prayer and his desire to be of help to those who sought his counsel. Dr. Festa said:




  On the whole, the person of Padre Pio, above all, as regards his face and his glance, reveals something so simple, so good, sometimes so childlike, that it inspires liking, and gives the impression of great sincerity. The life he leads in the friary is austere and simple. Humility and modesty characterize his spirit, and they constitute one of the greatest attractions to those who approach him.




  Dr. Festa told Padre Pio that he wanted to take a sample of the blood from the wound of the stigmata in his side so that he could examine it under a microscope. Padre Pio always kept a piece of cloth over his side wound to absorb the blood. Dr. Festa removed the blood-soaked cloth and put it in a small case. When he left the monastery on his way back to Rome, he shared a taxi with several other people. Despite the strong ventilation in the moving vehicle, the people in the car noticed a beautiful fragrance which surrounded them and they commented on it. The fragrance was described as a combination of violets, lilies, and roses. Dr. Festa soon discovered that the fragrance was coming from the cloth in the case.




  In Rome, Dr. Festa put the blood-soaked cloth in one of the drawers in his office. During the following days and for a long time afterward, it filled the room with a wonderful perfume. Many of the patients who entered Dr. Festa’s office noticed the fragrance and asked him for an explanation.




  Padre Pietro da Ischitella, who served as the provincial of the Capuchin friary in San Giovanni Rotondo, was well aware of the many charismatic gifts possessed by Padre Pio, including the fragrances. Padre Pietro stated that the fragrance came from the blood of Padre Pio’s stigmata. He described the blood as “very pure and perfumed.”




  There have been a number of different fragrances associated with the charismatic perfume of Padre Pio. Included is the fragrance of roses, lilies, violets, carnations, pine, cologne, incense, camphor, honeysuckle, lavender, carbolic acid, fine oriental tobacco, medicine, sulphur, orange blossoms and other sweet-smelling flowers, cinnamon, vanilla, licorice, eucalyptus, phenol acid, and more. Sometimes the fragrance has been described as having a fine, subtle and delicate nature and at other times it has been described as strong, penetrating and overpowering. It has been experienced as coming in waves, wafts, or intermittent bursts of fragrance. At times the fragrances have been impossible to describe as they had never before been experienced by the individual. Some have described the fragrances as similar to a peaceful and gentle breeze which uplifts the spirit. It is a phenomenon which is supernatural in origin and cannot be explained by either human logic or reason. It is contrary to every law of nature and science. To speak of it in spiritual terms, it is “of the Lord.”




  Dr. Giuseppe Gusso had a unique experience on one occasion in regard to the perfume of Padre Pio. Dr. Gusso was standing at the door of Padre Pio’s cell along with five other people when all who were present experienced the aroma. However, it was not the same fragrance for everyone. The individuals who were standing with Dr. Gusso all perceived different fragrances. When Padre Pio opened his door to greet them, the aromas instantly disappeared.




  Padre Clemente da Postiglione lived in the same friary with Padre Pio for many years. He too experienced the charismatic perfume. Padre Clemente wrote:




  On October 3, 1923, the vigil of the Feast of Saint Francis and the day I was to leave San Giovanni Rotondo for Montefusco, I went to see Padre Pio, to take leave of him after my short stay at the friary. I found him in the sacristy of the old church, where he received me with a smile. He was full of kindness. When I went toward him to embrace him and to say goodbye to him, I was surrounded by an intense fragrance of violets, so intense that I was almost overcome. At the same time this perfume bound me so tightly to the Padre that I could not succeed in moving away from him.




  When, after many efforts, I sought to take leave, this perfume became so strong and drew me nearer to the beloved Padre, who did not tire of smiling at me and embracing me. So it was for about ten minutes. For me it was an experience as welcome, pleasant and unforgettable as could be.




  As to the question of perfume, this is what happened to me on another day. I was in residence at San Giovanni Rotondo and I was bringing Holy Communion to the sick. One winter morning, it was snowing. As God willed, I arrived at the home of Dr. Sanguinetti, the doctor who was instrumental in building Padre Pio’s hospital, the Home for the Relief of Suffering. When I rang the bell, I found myself surrounded by a strong perfume. To tell you the truth I thought it came from the ladies of the house, and I said to myself, “Those blessed ladies! They are always thinking of putting perfume on themselves!” Returning to the friary (after realizing that the fragrance did not come from the ladies), I told the story to Padre Pio and asked him, “Padre, why did you make me smell your perfume?” Padre Pio replied, “Because I love you.”




  Padre Pio acknowledged that he had received numerous spiritual gifts from the Lord, but he always understood that they were exactly that - they were “gifts.” They came from God. They belonged to God. Padre Pio never took any credit for them. He never felt worthy of them. When a friend once questioned him about the many favors he had received from the Lord, Padre Pio said simply, “You know, they are a mystery to me too.”




  On one occasion, Padre Pio told his spiritual director Padre Benedetto, “I attach no importance to my extraordinary state. For this reason I never stop asking Jesus to lead me by the ordinary way followed by everyone else, for I am well aware that the way by which Divine Mercy is leading me is not suitable for my soul, accustomed as it is to very material food.” On another occasion he said, “God made all things. His creation includes the stars and the humblest domestic utensils. I belong to the second category.”




  The Capuchin priests and brothers who lived at the monastery of Our Lady of Grace said that it was not Padre Pio’s supernatural gifts that attracted them to him but rather his spirit of prayer, his simplicity, his sense of humor, and his love for people. One of his confreres said, “Padre Pio’s life as a Capuchin friar was so humble and hidden, that if it was not for all the extraordinary phenomena about him, we would hardly have noticed him.”




  The charism of perfume that the Lord gave Padre Pio always carried a message, a message that served to help souls on their spiritual journey. “Turn to God,” Padre Pio used to say to the people who would seek him out. “Believe in God. Trust Him for a miracle.” For many people, that miracle was Padre Pio.




  The trust you have shown shall not pass from the memories of men, but shall ever remind them of the power of God.




  – Judith 13:25




  Padre Pio imitated Jesus as the Crucified One out of love of what our Divine Savior underwent for the sins of men. But Padre Pio also loved the mother of Jesus. He loved her as a son and honored her by always holding the Rosary and using it. For him the Rosary was an encounter with God through Mary.




  – Fr. Augustine McGregor, O.C.S.O.




  




  




  CHAPTER 3




  Padre Pio’s Love for the Virgin Mary




  One of the outstanding characteristics of Padre Pio’s profound spirituality was his deep and abiding devotion to the Virgin Mary. His love for Mary was one which was present from the early years of his childhood. It was a love that grew steadily in fidelity and devotion, lasting throughout his entire life.




  Francesco Forgione (Padre Pio) who was born on May 25, 1887 in Pietrelcina, Italy was baptized the following day in the parish church of St. Anne. The church of St. Anne was dedicated to Our Lady of the Angels and from his young years, Francesco had a great love for Mary, Queen of the Angels. Throughout his life, he was assisted and protected by the continual presence of Jesus and the Virgin Mary. The role his guardian angel played in defending and protecting him is also well-documented. and his guardian angel as well. When he was only five years old, Francesco consecrated his life to God. Padre Agostino Daniele of San Marco in Lamis wrote in his diary about young Francesco and said, “The ecstasies and the apparitions began at the age of five, when he first had the desire to consecrate himself to the Lord, and they were continuous.”




  Pietrelcina, the small town where Francesco grew up, has a long history of devotion to the Virgin Mary. Our Lady Liberatrix (Our Lady of Liberty) was the special patroness of the area and was venerated in the parish church. Every year there was a festival in her honor with a procession through the streets.




  Francesco’s parents, Grazio and Giuseppa Forgione, both deeply religious, raised their children to love God above all things and to be firmly rooted in their Catholic faith and in the teachings of the Church. As a family, the Forgiones went to church every day and prayer came before all other activities. Padre Pio’s mother, Giuseppa, by word and by example, taught her children to love the Virgin Mary and to pray the Rosary daily. Firm in her faith and in the love of God, Giuseppa had a special devotion to Our Lady of Mount Carmel.




  The Virgin Mary, who was close to Francesco all through his childhood, assisted him in a special way when he was fifteen years old, on the eve of his departure for the Capuchin novitiate in Morcone. Francesco felt a strong attachment to his family and friends and the thought of leaving them and all that was familiar to him was extremely painful. As the day of his departure grew near, the sadness in his heart increased at the thought of saying goodbye. It caused him to feel as if his “very bones were being crushed.” The day before he left for Morcone, he had a vision of Jesus and the Virgin Mary. Resplendent and beautiful in glory, they appeared to him and assured him that they were with him and would remain with him as he embarked on a new life. Jesus laid his hand on young Francesco’s head in a blessing. The experience strengthened him to such a degree that he was able to bid farewell to his family without shedding a single tear.




  Francesco entered the Capuchin novitiate on January 6, 1903. On January 22, he was vested in the habit and given the name Brother Pio. Brother Pio excelled in the novitiate in Morcone. He embraced the rigorous monastic life, the austerity, the penance and self-sacrifice. He loved the study of Sacred Scripture, the silence of the cloister, the communal prayers, the solitude. The Capuchin monastery in Morcone was considered by many to be extreme and inflexible in its strict practices. A number of the novices did not fare well and left on their own accord. Brother Pio was deeply committed to his vocation from the very beginning. He persevered and did not complain or criticize his superiors like many of the others did.




  At the top of the stairs in the novitiate, there was a painting of Our Lady of Sorrows with words inscribed in Latin, “Remember to say a Hail Mary as you go by.” Brother Pio would always genuflect and say a prayer to the Virgin each time he passed. One of the novices, Brother Guglielmo said, “He (Brother Pio) was extremely pious in the fulfilment of his practices of devotion. He would be the first, with great fervor and faith, to make acts of adoration, to pay reverence and to make genuflections before the Blessed Sacrament and the image of Our Lady.”




  As a young Capuchin preparing for the priesthood, Brother Pio’s great piety was observed by both his teachers and his fellow students alike. Padre Leone, who had been a classmate of his, recalled, “He (Brother Pio) was a person of ordinary talent, but he always knew the lesson, although we had the impression that he did not study a great deal. Using one excuse or another, I would go to his cell and almost always I would find him on his knees in prayer, his eyes red from weeping. I could say that he was a student of continuous prayer.” Padre Ilario, another one of his classmates wrote, “As a student at Montefusco, I would be with Brother Pio in choir as he recited the Office of the Blessed Virgin and sometimes I saw him with tears in his eyes. He was sickly, of delicate health, frequently with a fever and suffering severe pains.”




  Brother Pio was ordained to the priesthood on August 10, 1910 and thereafter became known to everyone as Padre Pio. He was sent to the monastery of Our Lady of Grace in San Giovanni Rotondo in 1916. Padre Pio loved the simplicity and solitude of the monastery and was very happy to be a part of the religious community there. Our Lady of Grace was the patroness, not only of the monastery, but also of the town of San Giovanni Rotondo. A beautiful painting of Our Lady of Grace which dates back to the 13th century was venerated in the sanctuary of the church. Padre Pio spent countless hours in prayer, gazing at the beautiful image of Our Lady of Grace. For many years he lived in cell number five, and the words of St. Bernard were inscribed on his door, “Mary is the foundation of my hope.” Mary was indeed the foundation of Padre Pio’s hope. Due to the many years he lived at the monastery in San Giovanni Rotondo, from 1916 until his death in 1968, Our Lady of Grace is the Marian image, which more than any other, is most closely associated with him.




  Pope John Paul II spoke of Padre Pio’s love for Our Lady of Grace to a large gathering of pilgrims in Rome on June 17, 2002, the day following Padre Pio’s canonization. The Holy Father said, “May the Blessed Virgin Mary, whom Padre Pio called by the beautiful name of Our Lady of Grace, help us to follow in the footprints of this Religious who is so beloved by the people.”




  Like a natural son would feel toward his own mother, Padre Pio wanted to protect and shield his Heavenly Mother from any hint of disrespect. He could not bear to hear her name dishonored. Once, a young man went to Padre Pio to make his confession and accused himself of cursing. When Padre Pio asked him whom he had cursed, he told him that he had cursed Jesus and Mary. The young man said that upon hearing this, Padre Pio looked “as though he had been stabbed in the heart.” “You really cursed Jesus and Our Lady?” Padre Pio asked him incredulously. Then Padre Pio seemed to collapse against the kneeler. He said to the young man, “What more could Jesus and Mary do for us than what they have already done.”




  On one occasion, at the monastery of Our Lady of Grace, some men were having a discussion regarding the Blessed Virgin Mary. Different viewpoints were shared and a number of the ideas that were expressed were in opposition to the teachings of the Church. Padre Pio found the conversation very difficult to endure. He asked his superior for permission to leave the room. “This talk upsets me very much,” he said, “and I must leave at once.” His superior granted his request.




  In 1955, the Archbishop of Agra, India, his Excellency, Most Reverend Msgr. Giuseppe Evangelisti visited Padre Pio. He brought a beautiful painting of Our Lady of Grace with him and asked Padre Pio to bless it. He explained that he intended to build a shrine in Sardhana, in northern India, where the painting of the Virgin would be venerated. Padre Pio was very happy about the Archbishop’s plan. He kissed the painting and blessed it and told the Archbishop that he would pray to Our Lady of Grace for her children in India. In 1957, the shrine at Sardhana was completed and during the solemn inauguration, the painting was taken in procession and placed in the chapel of the shrine. On that day, a boy who was so ill that the doctors could offer no hope for his recovery, was instantly healed when he touched the painting. The healing of the young boy was the first in a long list of healings and special favors that many were to receive who visited the shrine.




  Padre Pio venerated Mary according to her many titles. He was devoted to Our Lady of Loreto, Our Lady of Lourdes, Our Lady of Fatima, Our Lady Liberatrix, Our Lady of Grace, Our Lady of Sorrows, Our Lady of Pompeii, Our Lady of the Assumption and more.




  Several days prior to the feasts of Our Lady, Padre Pio prepared himself by giving up certain foods that he enjoyed. He asked his superior for permission to give up fruit every Wednesday in honor of the Blessed Virgin and he found many other ways to make sacrifices in her honor. He fasted completely on the feast of the Immaculate Conception and on all of the other feasts of the Virgin Mary. He also fasted on the feast days of Our Lord, Saint Francis of Assisi, and St. Michael the Archangel.




  Dr. Mario De Giacomo had a great admiration for Padre Pio. On one occasion when he was visiting Padre Pio at the monastery, he asked him if he liked a certain Italian dish called spaghetti ala napoletana. Padre Pio said that he enjoyed it very much and that it had been a long time since he had eaten it. The doctor wanted to bring the dish to him for dinner and Padre Pio agreed to it. The next evening the doctor brought the specially prepared meal to Padre Pio’s cell. Padre Pio said the blessing over the food and then became quiet. He said to the doctor, “Mario, why don’t we offer this to Our Lady. Please take it to the poor. They will enjoy it so much and the Virgin Mary will bless you for your kindness.” The doctor did what Padre Pio requested.




  On August 15, 1929, on the Feast of the Assumption, Mary made a visitation from Heaven to Padre Pio in order to console him. It was a time in his life when he was beset by a multitude of trials, both physical and spiritual. On that day, while Padre Pio was celebrating Mass, Mary appeared to him holding the Infant Jesus in her arms. Padre Pio wrote:




  This morning, I went up to the holy altar, I know not how. Physical pain and interior grief competed as to which could most afflict my poor being … A mortal sadness pervaded me through and through and I thought that all was finished for me … At the moment of consuming the Sacred Species of the Eucharist, a sudden light flooded through me and I clearly saw the Heavenly Mother with the Christ Child in her arms, who together, said to me, “Be at peace. We are with you. You belong to us and we are yours.”…I felt the whole day as if I was engulfed in a sea of indescribable sweetness and love. (Letters IV)




  Padre Pio felt at a loss to express in full, his gratitude to the Virgin for the many graces she had showered on him throughout his life. He used to say, “She treats me as if I were her only child on the face of the earth. Her loving care toward me cannot be described in words.” In a letter to Padre Benedetto, he wrote:




  My only regret, dear Father, is that I have no adequate means with which to thank the Blessed Virgin Mary, through whose intercession I have undoubtedly received so much strength from the Lord, to bear with sincere resignation the many humiliations to which I am subjected day after day … and I do not believe this strength comes to me from the world. (Letters I)




  Our Lady of Sorrows was one of the titles of the Virgin that Padre Pio frequently contemplated. Padre Pio meditated on the Passion of Jesus and on Mary’s devotion to her Son as she stood at the foot of the Cross. He would say to his spiritual children, “Go and keep company with Jesus in his Passion, and with his Sorrowful Mother.”




  Padre Pio recommended devotion to the Sorrowful Virgin to one of his spiritual daughters, Madame Katharina Tangari. Katharina first visited the Capuchin monastery of Our Lady of Grace in San Giovanni Rotondo in 1950. The beauty of the Mass celebrated by Padre Pio made a profound impression on her and she returned to the monastery more than seventy times.




  One Easter, Katharina received a beautiful Dominican edition missal as a gift. Her great desire was to have Padre Pio write an inscription in the front of her missal. She asked the superior of the monastery to give her missal to Padre Pio to sign. The superior told Katharina that he could not make any promises. He explained that it was very difficult to accommodate all the requests that were made by the pilgrims. Katherina waited patiently for two months and when her missal was finally returned to her, Padre Pio had written on the first page, “If you want to assist at Holy Mass with devotion and fruitfully, keep company with the Sorrowful Virgin at the foot of the Cross on Calvary.”




  Padre Pio encouraged people to approach the Virgin Mary with faith in her maternal and loving heart. On July 18, 1916, he wrote to his spiritual daughter, Giuseppina Morgera:




  You must remember that you have in Heaven not only a Father, but also a Mother … And if our wretchedness saddens us, if our ingratitude to God terrorizes us, if the memory of our faults hinders us from presenting ourselves to God our Father, let us then have recourse to Mary, our Mother. She is all sweetness, mercy, goodness, and love for us, because she is our Mother.




  When speaking about the Virgin Mary, Padre Pio used many endearing terms. He called her Queen of martyrs, Comforter, heavenly Mother, Mediatrix of all graces, most tender Mother of priests, Mother most pure, Morning Star, merciful Mother in Heaven. He saw the Virgin as the consoler of the afflicted, the advocate of sinners, the refuge of sinners, the most beloved. He frequently referred to her simply as “Mother.” An image of the Madonna was found to be weeping in one of the parish churches in Italy. The bishop of the diocese asked for an investigation into the matter and after much study the bishop declared that the phenomenon was of supernatural origin. When Padre Pio was told about the image of the Madonna he said, “When Our Lady is weeping, things are not going well.”




  Father Mariano went to Padre Pio’s cell one evening to visit him. When he greeted Padre Pio, he saw that several other Capuchins were visiting him as well. One had brought a statue of the Virgin for Padre Pio to bless. Padre Pio was asked if he liked the statue and he replied that it was indeed beautiful. Father Mariano exclaimed, “But Padre Pio sees more. He can see the Madonna in flesh and blood.” Padre Pio then said, “From the time her Son crucified me, she has never left this cell of mine.” And to Padre Tarcisio da Cervinara who once asked Padre Pio if it was true that he was assisted in the confessional by St. Francis and the Virgin Mary, he replied, “My son, if it were not for those two with me, what would I be able to accomplish?”




  When Padre Pio’s eyesight grew weak and it became difficult for him to read, his superiors allowed him to replace the Mass of the day with the Mass of Our Lady and also to replace the reading of the Divine Office with the prayers of the Rosary. He preferred the Rosary above all other prayers and insisted that his spiritual children carry a Rosary with them at all times and pray it every day. For Padre Pio, the Rosary was a profound meditation on the mysteries of the Christian faith.




  Padre Pio defined the Rosary as, “The synthesis of our faith, the expression of our charity, and the foundation of our hope.” He referred to the Rosary as a “crown of graces.” On one occasion when Padre Pio had forgotten his Rosary, he said to Padre Onorato, “Please, go to my cell and get my weapon.” Padre Onorato did not understand and so he asked Padre Pio what he meant. “Please go and get my Rosary,” he answered. He called the Rosary a “weapon against the evil in the world.”




  Padre Pio was aware that many people had abandoned the practice of the Rosary, considering it outdated and too repetitious. Nevertheless, he never stopped encouraging people to pray the Rosary daily. He said to one of the friars:




  My son, if we do what we have always done, what our fathers did before us, we cannot go wrong. Satan wants to destroy this prayer, but in this he will never succeed. The Rosary is the prayer of those who triumph over everything and everyone. It was Our Lady who taught us this prayer, just as it was Jesus who taught us the Our Father.




  Padre Pio once said, “Some people are so foolish that they think they can go through life without the help of the Blessed Mother.” By word and deed, Padre Pio taught those who were close to him to pray continually for Mary’s intercessory help. Padre Pellegrino Funicelli, who spent many years at Padre Pio’s side, knew how fortunate he was to be guided spiritually by Padre Pio. In an effort to encourage Padre Pellegrino in the daily recitation of the Rosary, Padre Pio once said to him, “If you will recite the Rosary daily, you will become an angel.”




  One day when Padre Pellegrino and Padre Pio were sitting together in the monastery garden enjoying a moment of relaxation, Padre Pio noticed one of his fellow Capuchins, Brother Costantino, who was sitting a short distance away. The elderly Brother was praying his Rosary in the open air. Padre Pio recognized that Brother Costantino, in his great devotion to the Mother of God, was a great spiritual role model for all of the other Capuchins. Padre Pio said to Padre Pellegrino:




  Do you see Brother Costantino? Old and sick as he is, he seems now to be worth nothing. And yet, as an obedient son of Holy Mother Church, who knows how to hold a Rosary in his hand and knows how to pray to the Madonna, he is worth more than you or me. Do you know why he has so much peace of soul? Because he has placed all his trust in the Most Holy Virgin, and because he interests himself as little as possible in the problems of the world. His spirit of prayer and his devotion to the Most Holy Virgin are virtues that wash away all defects and all human weaknesses. He draws on himself the gaze of the Madonna and his prayers have saved many souls.




  You think that the penitents are attracted by the confessor, but instead they are spurred on to penance by these hidden prayers. The Madonna listens to these devout sons of the Holy Church. I would almost say that she gets her strength from the prayers of these men whom you consider useless. For me, these brothers in the faith always say something on behalf of the Most Holy Virgin, on behalf of the Church, and on behalf of God.




  Padre Pio’s love for Mary was evident as he prayed the Rosary whenever there was a free moment in his busy day. He carried a Rosary with him at all times and was either holding it in his hand or had it close by. One of the Capuchins who assisted Padre Pio in the morning when he washed his hands, said that he would wash first one hand and then the other, because he wanted to keep one hand free to hold his Rosary.




  Danny Hickey of St. Albans, New York, as an American G.I. stationed in Italy during World War II, visited Padre Pio’s monastery on a number of occasions. After he returned to the U.S. he felt a call to the priesthood, entered the seminary, and upon completion was ordained as a Capuchin priest. During his visits to the monastery, Danny had a chance to observe Padre Pio closely and he gradually became aware of his great fidelity to prayer. Danny said:




  Padre Pio was usually seen standing with his right hand in the front fold pocket of his Capuchin habit. A few times when he withdrew his hand, he was seen to be fingering a small chaplet of beads. It seems it was Padre Pio’s habit not to waste a second but to fill each one with a prayer. If there was any lull in the conversation, no matter how short, his lips would be seen to move slightly as he prayed. But there was nothing ostentatious in all this; it was a long time before I was aware of what he was doing, though I had noticed his hand constantly in the breast pocket of his habit.




  Padre Pio had the ability to impart his own love and enthusiasm for the Rosary to others. One of the members of the Capuchin community in San Giovanni Rotondo once saw a number of men standing together in a group near the church. They all had rosaries in their hands. Happily and with a great sense of pride, the men said to the Capuchin, “It is Padre Pio who taught us how to pray the Rosary.” Toward the end of Padre Pio’s life, someone asked him, “What inheritance do you wish to leave your spiritual children?” He answered simply, “The Rosary.”




  Father Alessio Parente served as the personal assistant to Padre Pio from 1958 to 1961 and again from 1965 to 1968. He wrote, “I was at Padre Pio’s side for six years, and in all that time I never saw him without the Rosary in his hands, night and day. Our Lady never refused him anything through the Rosary … The Rosary was Padre Pio’s constant link with Our Lady.”




  Knowing Padre Pio’s great devotion to the Virgin Mary, Father Alessio once said to him, “You have such a great love for the Blessed Mother. Would you like to make a pilgrimage to Lourdes?” He answered, “I do not have to go to Lourdes. I go there every night. I see Our Lady of Lourdes every night.” On the wall of his cell, he had a picture of Our Lady of Lourdes as well as Our Lady Liberatrix, Our Lady of Purity and more.




  Once, a man traveled to San Giovanni Rotondo and was able to speak to Padre Pio briefly. He had brought a number of rosaries with him and he asked Padre Pio to bless them. When he returned to his home, he was going to give the blessed rosaries to a number of his friends who were sick. The man was impressed to observe that Padre Pio took the request seriously. Before blessing the rosaries, he prayed for a long time over them.




  Padre Pio blessed thousands of rosaries in his lifetime and he also gave religious medals and holy cards to his visitors as a token of his affection. Often on the back of the holy cards, he would inscribe a short message. On one holy card he wrote, “May Mary always look upon you with maternal love, lighten the weight of your exile, and one day reveal Jesus to you in the fullness of His glory, without the fear of ever losing Him again.”




  Padre Pio’s day began very early. He would rise every morning between 2:30 a.m. and 3:30 a.m. Three hours of sleep proved to be sufficient for him. He always wanted to offer to God the “first fruits” of the day and so he devoted the early morning hours to prayer and meditation as a preparation for his 5:00 a.m. Mass. When he left his cell in the morning, he would stop on the stairs before a picture of Mary Immaculate and pray. Then he would make his way to the sacristy, praying the Rosary all the while.




  Once, Father Carmelo questioned Padre Pio about his habit of rising so early in the morning. “What time do you get up in the morning?” Father Carmelo asked him. He answered that he rose at 3:30 a.m. or earlier. “But why do you get up at such an hour? Don’t you think that is a bit too early to rise?” Father Carmelo asked. Padre Pio answered, “But Father, we cannot prepare ourselves too much for Holy Communion.”




  At the end of each day, Padre Pio and his fellow Capuchins gathered together in the church for evening prayers. After the Rosary, they would pray St. Alphonsus de Ligouri’s prayer, the “Visit to Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament” and the “Visit to Our Blessed Lady.” Often Padre Pio’s voice was broken by sobs as he recited the beautiful prayers to Jesus and Mary. The Novena to the Sacred Heart of Jesus followed and was prayed for the intentions of all who had requested prayers. After the evening prayers, the members of the Capuchin community went to dinner in the refectory. Padre Pio, who had only one meal a day, at noontime, remained in the church to pray.




  When Padre Pio finally retired to his cell at night, one or two of the Capuchins would usually stop by to bid him goodnight. They would always recite a Hail Mary with him before parting. Padre Pio kept a Rosary on the table by his bed and one under his pillow, always close by and ready for use.




  One evening Father Carmelo stopped to visit Padre Pio in his cell. Padre Pio told Father Carmelo that he was going to say several more rosaries and then go to bed. “How many rosaries have you said today?” Father Carmelo asked. Because Father Carmelo was his superior, Padre Pio felt obliged to answer. “I have prayed thirty-four rosaries today,” Padre Pio said.




  Padre Pio’s love for prayer embraced his whole life. When someone inquired how he was able to pray so many rosaries each day, he answered, “The Lord asks this of me. He does not ask the same of you.” Once when he was ill, he confided to his superior, “What made me suffer the most was not being able to pray even one Hail Mary.”




  Padre Pio’s favorite month was the month of May because it is the month that is traditionally dedicated to Mary. How fitting that Padre Pio was born on May 25, during the month when Mary is honored throughout the universal Church. He used to say that May was the most beautiful month of all because it brings to mind, “the tenderness and beauty of Mary.” In a letter to Padre Agostino, Padre Pio wrote:




  For me, the month of May is a month of graces… Poor dear Mother, how you love me! I observed it once more at the dawn of this beautiful month. What great care she took to accompany me to the altar this morning. It seemed to me that she had nothing else to think about but me, as she filled my whole heart with sentiments of holy love. (Letters I)




  Padre Pio loved to say Mass at the altar of the Blessed Virgin Mary and the Mass of the Immaculate Conception was the Mass that he celebrated most frequently. To a spiritual daughter who asked him for a thought on the Madonna, he said, “My daughter, it is enough for you to know that Mary is the Mother of Jesus … She loves us so much that she offered to God the Father, his only natural Son to save his adopted sons … She is a great and inestimable treasure who encloses in herself an infinite treasure, the Son of God.”




  Padre Pio had a tender devotion to Our Lady of Pompeii and he prayed the novena to Our Lady of Pompeii throughout his life. A beautiful shrine that is dedicated to Our Lady of Pompeii is located in southern Italy, near the ancient city of Pompeii. The shrine was founded by the great friend of God, Blessed Bartolo Longo. After a dramatic conversion back to his faith, Bartolo became a Third Order Dominican and took the religious name Fratel Rosario (Brother Rosary) in honor of the Rosary. He dedicated the rest of his life to spreading devotion to the Virgin Mary.




  On one occasion, Bartolo was given a painting of the Madonna. The painting was in very poor condition for through the years it had become stained and marred. Bartolo decided to have the painting refurbished. He wanted to build an altar in the parish church and place the painting of the Madonna on it. When Bartolo requested permission from the bishop, the bishop told him that what was needed much more than an altar was a larger church. He asked for Bartolo’s help and Bartolo agreed to it. After much hard work, Bartolo completed the building project. He had the painting of the Madonna restored to its original beauty. Jewels were embedded into the painting as well as a crown which was placed on the Madonna. The image was put on a special altar in the new church.




  Bartolo realized that there was something altogether unique about the painting, something which, as he described it, “impressed the soul.” And it was true. Visitors to the new shrine, upon seeing the image of Our Lady of the Rosary, felt impelled to kneel down and to pray. The painting came to be known as the Madonna of Pompeii. Soon cures and favors were reported by those who prayed before the painting. One of the first reported miracles was the complete healing of Bartolo’s own mother, who had been on her deathbed. Bartolo decided to document the favors that were being received and it was not long before he had recorded more than 900 miracles. Bartolo also composed a novena to the Virgin of Pompeii which became widely circulated. As the word spread, more and more people had the desire to visit the shrine of Our Lady of the Most Holy Rosary in Pompeii and it soon became the destination of thousands.




  Bartolo Longo was beatified on October 26, 1980 by Pope John Paul II who called him the “Apostle of the Rosary.” Pope John Paul II had made a visit to the shrine of Our Lady of the Most Holy Rosary in Pompeii one year before he declared Bartolo blessed. The Holy Father returned to the shrine in 2003 to pray for world peace. More than four million people visit the shrine each year.




  Padre Pio made a number of pilgrimages to the shrine of Our Lady of the Most Holy Rosary in Pompeii. When he was fourteen years old, he traveled there with seven of his classmates and his teacher, Angelo Caccavo. He also made several visits to the shrine after his ordination to the priesthood. He had a great admiration for Bartolo Longo and on one occasion he sent him a holy card on which he inscribed, “For Bartolo Longo - May Mary always look down on you with a maternal eye and comfort you in your afflictions.” Bartolo once wrote a letter to Padre Pio asking for his advice on a personal matter and Padre Pio wrote back to him, offering his spiritual counsel.




  Throughout his life, Padre Pio made countless novenas to Our Lady of Pompeii. When he needed a special grace for himself or for someone else, he would frequently ask people to pray to Our Lady of Pompeii for his intentions. He wrote to his spiritual daughter Raffaelina Cerase, “I should like to ask you, if it is not inconvenient, to do me the kindness of making three consecutive novenas to the Virgin of Pompeii for a grace to be obtained for me from her Son, a grace which will mean a great deal for a certain soul.” (Letters II)




  Padre Pio also wrote to Paolo Bavassano, thanking him for his prayers to Our Lady of Pompeii. He wrote, “I thank you for the novenas you made for me to Our Lady and I would ask you, if it is not inconvenient, to continue, because I am in great need.” (Letters IV)




  It was the Virgin Mary who came to the aide of Padre Pio and assisted him in the many trials of his life, including the times when he was attacked and tormented by the devil. One night in 1964, the superior of the monastery was awakened by a terrible noise coming from Padre Pio’s cell. When he rushed to see what had happened, he found Padre Pio lying on the floor. He was bleeding from a gash on the right side of his face, above his eyebrow. His face was swollen and there were black circles under his eyes as though he had been punched. Bruises were observed on his shoulders. Underneath his head was a pillow. When the superior asked Padre Pio what had happened, he said that the devil had come in his cell and attacked him. The superior asked him who had put the pillow beneath his head and he replied, “The Madonna.” She had taken it from his armchair and placed it under his head.




  Padre Pio was unable to celebrate Mass for one week while recuperating from his injuries. The superior decided not to disclose the full facts of the story to the public. The people in San Giovanni Rotondo were told simply that Padre Pio was unable to say Mass because he had fallen out of bed and injured himself. Right before the assault, Padre Pio had been praying intently for a woman who was in great need. She was believed to have been a victim of diabolical possession.




  Padre Pietro Tartaglia, who served as the Father Guardian of the monastery of Our Lady of Grace, left a beautiful reminiscence of Padre Pio. He wrote:




  I can see him today as he appeared to me when I was a youngster. It was beautiful to see him there in the silence of his cell when we Capuchin aspirants went to him for confession. The dim light gave a mystical touch to his emaciated but radiant countenance. Near him was a photograph of his mother who had died a short time before, and a little statue of Our Lady. He spoke about her to us and taught us to love her. At a certain hour he used to walk in the friary garden, absorbed in his sufferings and his love while the beads slipped through the fingers of his wounded hands. And how full and ardent was his voice when he recited the Angelus with the others, in the garden, in the choir or at the window. Who could fail to be moved by the sight of him as he walked with painful steps toward the altar for evening devotions and in a voice breaking with emotion recited “The Visit to Our Blessed Lady.”




  The Bishop of Foggia, Most Reverend Msgr. Paolo Carta shared a close friendship with Padre Pio. One day he invited the Auxiliary Bishop of Pisa, Italy, Most Reverend Msgr. Antonio Angioni, to accompany him to San Giovanni Rotondo to see Padre Pio. He assured Msgr. Angioni that if he accepted the invitation, it would be an experience he would cherish for the rest of his life. Msgr. Angioni agreed to go.




  When the two bishops arrived at the monastery, the evening devotions had already begun. The church was filled to capacity but they managed to find seats on the last bench, in the gallery of the church. Because they were sitting in the back, they were not able to see the Capuchin who was leading the evening prayers. However, they were able to hear him clearly. Bishop Paolo Carta said:




  At the moment of our arrival, the priest was reciting the prayer to Our Blessed Lady. As I have said, we didn’t see him, but in the mystical silence of the little church, his voice reached us clearly and distinctly … That voice was so striking as he recited the prayer in vibrant and moving tones that it caused Msgr. Angioni to marvel. He turned to me and asked, “Who is reciting the prayer?” to which I replied, “Padre Pio.” How well Padre Pio prayed. One felt that he put his whole heart into it, his whole soul, his whole self … Msgr. Angioni, who is blessed with a delicate spiritual sensitivity, was at once aware of something exceptional, something extraordinary. It was the intense vibration of a soul filled with faith, the sweet outpouring of a heart full of love for Our Lady. Padre Pio pronounced each word very distinctly and in such tones as to touch the hearts of all present, even to the point of tears.




  On another occasion, Bishop Carta visited Padre Pio’s monastery and brought a friend with him, an officer from the province of Cagliari, in Sardinia. Bishop Carta told Padre Pio that his friend wanted to “be assured of a ticket to Paradise.” He asked him for his thoughts on the matter. Padre Pio said simply, “Here we need Our Lady, we need Our Lady.”




  In April 1959, the Pilgrim Virgin statue of Our Lady of Fatima was taken from the shrine in Fatima, Portugal to visit a number of the provincial capitals in Italy. Foggia, not a great distance from San Giovanni Rotondo, was one of the cities where the statue of the Madonna was going to stop. Bishop Carta, was very happy that the Pilgrim Virgin would be making a visit to his diocese and was preparing the citizens of Foggia for the time of her arrival.




  Padre Pio had become ill with a serious case of pleurisy about the same time that the Pilgrim Virgin statue left Fatima. Because he had a great desire to see the image of the Madonna, a change was made in the schedule and San Giovanni Rotondo was added to the itinerary. Due to his illness, Padre Pio was unable to say Mass or hear confessions and was growing weaker by the day. He had to endure a number of painful procedures whereby the fluid was drained from his lungs. The superior of the monastery, alarmed at his condition, called in a number of specialists to examine him. Several doctors suspected that Padre Pio had a cancerous tumor on his lung but he was not convinced of it. More than once he was admitted to the hospital, the Home for the Relief of Suffering, but he was always anxious to return to his religious community. He said that he did not want to die in the hospital. He wanted to die in the monastery.




  Although incapacitated by his illness, Padre Pio was looking forward to the arrival of the statue of Our Lady of Fatima with great anticipation. Every evening from his sick bed, he spoke through a microphone to the faithful who were gathered outside. His brief but inspirational messages were received joyfully by his spiritual children. On July 12, during his evening address, he spoke of Mary and said, “Let us always love this Mother more and more and let us be confident that she shall not deny us anything because to her nothing is lacking and she has the heart of a Mother and a Queen.”




  Padre Pio waited with great longing for the day of the Pilgrim Virgin’s visit. He said:




  Our hearts are trembling for the arrival of this Mother. Why is she coming? Because she wants to visit her children. Therefore, it is an act of love. Therefore, let us prepare to empty our hearts of all that is neither of God, nor connects with God, nor leads to God. And this is the best welcome we can give to this celestial Mother. To keep something back is not worthy of a child in front of a Mother that is offering all of herself. This visit should not be limited to simple enthusiasm, but must remain permanent, as our Mother’s eye is permanently on us. Let us renew often the resolutions which we have made on this day of our celestial Mother’s visit.
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