
The Stigmata by Fr. Willaim Saunders 

The stigmata is the spontaneous appearance of the wound marks of our 

crucified Lord on a person’s body. These marks include the nail wounds at the feet and 

the hands, the lance wound at the side, the head wounds from the crown of thorns, and 

the scourge marks over the entire body, particularly the back. A stigmatic (i.e. the 

person suffering from the stigmata) may have one, several, or all of these wound marks. 

Moreover, they may be visible or invisible, and they may be permanent, periodic, or 

temporary in appearance. 

Some skeptics would attribute such wound marks on a person to some 

pathology or even to a psychological condition without considering any notion of the 

supernatural. Of course, the Church too strives first to ascertain that the origin is not of 

natural causes, and looks for supernatural evidence to prove that the stigmata is truly a 

sign from God. Moreover, the Church would also want to insure that the stigmata is not 

a sign from Satan to cause some spiritual frenzy and lead people astray. Accordingly, since the stigmata is a sign of union 

with our crucified Lord, the genuine stigmatic must have lived a life of heroic virtue, have endured physical and moral 

suffering, and have almost always achieved the level of ecstatic union with Him in prayer. 

The wound marks themselves of the genuine stigmata are also distinct from any arising from some pathology: The 

genuine stigmata conforms to the wounds of our Lord, whereas those of a pathological nature would emerge at random on 

the body. The genuine stigmata bleeds especially on days when our Lord’s passion is remembered (such as Fridays and 

Good Friday), whereas those of a pathological nature would not. The genuine stigmata emits clean and pure blood, whereas 

those of the pathological origin suppurate. The blood flow from a genuine stigmata can be great at times without harm to 

the person, whereas that of a pathological nature would seriously weaken a person and require a blood transfusion. The 

genuine stigmata cannot be healed through medication or other treatments, whereas one of pathological origin can. Finally, 

the genuine stigmata appears suddenly, whereas that of a pathological origin appears gradually over time and can be linked 

to underlying psychological and physical causes. 

Finally, the genuine stigmatics have been surprised at the appearance of the stigmata. This sign is not something 

for which they had “prayed.” Moreover, in humility, they have often tried to conceal it so as not to cause attention to 

themselves. 

The first “certified” stigmatic was St. Francis of Assisi (1181-1226). In August, 1224, he and several Franciscans 

journeyed to Mount Alvernia in Umbria, near Assisi, to pray. Here Francis begged to share in the sufferings of Christ. On 

the Feast of the Holy Cross (September 14) in 1224, St. Francis had a vision of being embraced by our crucified Lord. The 

agony of the first Good Friday poured into his being, and he received the stigmata. He tried to conceal this sign of divine 

favor from others, covering his hands with his habit and wearing shoes and socks on his feet (which he normally did not 

do). Eventually, his confreres noticed the change in St. Francis’ clothing and his physical suffering, and his stigmata became 

known. Eventually, upon the advice of his confreres, he revealed the stigmata publicly. St. Francis said, “Nothing gives me 

so much consolation as to think of the life and passion of our Lord. Were I to live to the end of the world, I should stand in 

need of no other book.” Surely, St. Francis’ love for our crucified Lord, witnessed in his care for the suffering poor, gained 

him the stigmata. 

St. Catherine of Sienna (1347-1380), who had mystical experiences and visions from the time she was six years 

old, also received the stigmata. In February, 1375, while visiting Pisa, she attended Mass at the Church of St. Christina. 

After receiving Holy Communion, she fell into deep meditation, gazing upon the crucifix. Suddenly from the cross came 

five blood-red rays which pierced her hands, feet, and side, causing such great pain that she fainted. Here she received the 

stigmata, but it remained visible only to her until after her death. 

Perhaps the most famous stigmatic is Padre Pio. Born in 1887, he had visions from the time he was five years old, 

and from an early age decided to dedicate his life to the Lord. He entered the Capuchin Franciscans in 1903, and was 

ordained a priest in 1910. He said, “I am devoured by the love of God and by the love of my neighbor.” 



On August 5, 1918, Padre Pio had a vision in which he felt himself pierced with a lance; afterwards, the lance 

wound remained with him. Later, on September 20, 1918, while he was making his thanksgiving after Mass, he also received 

the wounds of our Lord in his hands and feet. Each day, he lost about one cup of blood, but the wounds never closed or 

festered. Also, a sweet odor emanated from his wounds instead of the smell of blood. 

During his life, Padre Pio came to know the depth of the suffering of our Savior at the hands of those within and 

outside of the Church, and of the Devil himself. Nevertheless, Padre Pio said, “I am an instrument in divine hands. I am 

useful only when manipulated by the Divine Mover.” The stigmata would stay with Padre Pio to the time of his death. Pope 

Paul VI said, “What renown he has! What an international following! And why? Because he was a philosopher? A scholar? 

A person of means? No, because he said Mass in a humble manner, heard confessions from morning to night. And because 

he was Our Lord’s representative, certified with the stigmata.” 

Although very few saints have been granted the stigmata, those who have, like St. Francis, St. Catherine, and 

Blessed Pio, have known the sufferings of our Lord. While the stigmata may intrigue us, the sign itself and those who bear 

it should inspire us to seek a closer union with our Lord, especially through frequent confession and reception of the Holy 

Eucharist. 

 

On the Stigmata (ChatGPT) 

 

The stigmata are physical marks or wounds that correspond to the crucifixion wounds of Jesus Christ—

typically on the hands, feet, side, and sometimes the head (from the crown of thorns) or back (from scourging). These 

wounds are said to appear supernaturally on certain individuals, often saints or mystics, who are deeply united with 

Christ in prayer and suffering. 

 
Key Catholic Views:  

1. Not a Requirement of Faith: 

o The Church does not require Catholics to believe in the authenticity of any individual case of stigmata. 

o Belief in the stigmata is part of private revelation, not public revelation (which ended with the death of 

the last Apostle). 

2. Discernment and Investigation: 

o The Church takes a cautious approach. 

o Alleged stigmatics are investigated to rule out fraud, self-infliction, or mental illness. 

o Authenticity is judged based on medical evidence, the holiness of life of the person, and spiritual fruits 

(humility, obedience, etc.). 

3. No Automatic Sanctity: 

o Receiving the stigmata does not automatically make someone a saint. 

o But in cases where stigmatics have been canonized, their stigmata were seen as signs of extraordinary 

union with Christ. 

 
Notable Stigmatics Recognized by the Church: 

• St. Francis of Assisi (1181–1226): First recorded stigmatic in Church history (received the wounds in 1224). 

• St. Padre Pio (1887–1968): Italian Capuchin priest whose wounds were visible for decades and were medically 

examined. 

• St. Catherine of Siena (1347–1380): Received the stigmata invisibly (only seen after her death). 

 
Theological Interpretation: 

• Seen as a mystical participation in the Passion of Christ. 

• It is considered a gift of grace, not earned or sought after. 

• Often accompanied by intense suffering, ecstasies, and a life of profound prayer. 

 
Church Warnings: 

• The Church discourages people from seeking mystical phenomena like the stigmata. 

• Focus should be on humility, virtue, and obedience, not on spiritual “signs.” 

 



 

Mystical Union: Understanding the Stigmata (ChatGPT) 

 

What is the Stigmata? 

• The stigmata are the supernatural appearance of wounds on the body that mirror those suffered by 

Jesus Christ in His Passion: 

o Hands/wrists (nails) 

o Feet (nails) 

o Side (spear wound) 

o Head (crown of thorns) 

o Shoulder (carrying the cross) 

o Back (scourging) 

Types of Stigmata: 

• Visible Stigmata: Physically apparent wounds. 

• Invisible Stigmata: The person experiences the pain without external marks. 

• Partial Stigmata: Only some of the wounds. 

Church’s Position: 

• Considered private revelation. 

• Not required belief. 

• Subject to careful discernment. 

 

 
Church Teaching on Mystical Phenomena 

Catechism Reference – CCC 67:  

"Throughout the ages, there have been so-called 'private' revelations, some of which have been recognized by 

the authority of the Church. They do not belong, however, to the deposit of faith… Christian faith cannot accept 

'revelations' that claim to surpass or correct the Revelation of which Christ is the fulfillment." 

Key Church Principles on Stigmata: 

• Caution, investigation, and skepticism are normal and healthy. 

• Holiness of life is more important than supernatural signs. 

• Mystical gifts are never proof of sanctity on their own. 

• Authentic mystical experiences are always accompanied by: 

o Humility 

o Obedience to the Church 

o Charity 

o A deep prayer life 

 

 
Notable Catholic Stigmatics 

Name Dates Details 

St. Francis of Assisi 
1181–

1226 

First known stigmatic; received wounds on Mt. La Verna in 

1224. 

St. Catherine of Siena 
1347–

1380 
Received invisible stigmata; later visible after her death. 

St. Padre Pio 
1887–

1968 

Wounds bled for 50 years; deeply investigated; canonized in 

2002. 

Therese Neumann 
1898–

1962 

German mystic; experienced the Passion every Friday; not 

canonized. 

Blessed Anne Catherine 

Emmerich 

1774–

1824 

Known for visions and stigmata; cause for canonization 

underway. 



 

Reflection: The Meaning of Suffering and Union with Christ 

“Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I complete what is lacking in Christ's afflictions 

for the sake of his body, that is, the Church.” — Colossians 1:24 

What Can We Learn from the Stigmata? 

• A reminder of the reality of Christ’s suffering for us. 

• A call to unite our personal suffering with His redemptive Passion. 

• A deeper understanding of the mystery of the Cross in the Christian life. 

Quotations for Meditation: 

• St. Padre Pio: "If you knew how much value your suffering has, you would not complain." 

• St. Francis of Assisi: "My God and my all!" 

• St. Catherine of Siena: "Let us enter into the wounds of Christ crucified, for they are an abyss of love." 

 

 
Discussion & Personal Reflection Questions 

For Group Discussion: 

1. Why does the Church approach reports of stigmata with caution? 

2. How do stigmatics reflect the life of Christ? 

3. What does their example teach us about suffering, prayer, and humility? 

For Personal Reflection: 

• What is my personal understanding of suffering? 

• Am I open to uniting my struggles with Christ's Cross? 

• How can I grow in silent humility and deeper trust in God's will? 

 


