The Stigmata in Medieval and Early Modern
Europe: Miraculous Wounds that Captivated
the Faithful

f- B sy s

CAROLYN MUESSIG

THE STIGMATA
IN MEDIEVAL AND
EARLY MODERN EUROPE

OoxIoRnD
L]
‘e
i pe 9

In the annals of Christian history, the phenomenon of the stigmata has long

captured the imagination of believers. The stigmata refers to the spontaneous
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appearance of wounds resembling those of Christ's crucifixion on the body of a
devout individual. These mystical markings, believed to be an extraordinary
divine gift or curse, have fascinated scholars, theologians, and the faithful for

centuries.

Throughout medieval and early modern Europe, accounts of individuals bearing
the stigmata were not uncommon. These individuals, known as stigmatics, were
revered as living embodiments of Christ's suffering and were seen as specially

chosen vessels of divine communication. Their wounds were often regarded as

sacred signs of spiritual purity, holiness, and exemplary faith.
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The origins of the stigmata can be traced back to the 13th century, with the most
prominent case being that of St. Francis of Assisi. In 1224, while in deep prayer
and contemplation, St. Francis is said to have received the marks of Christ's
crucifixion, including wounds on his hands, feet, and side. This event sparked a
widespread fascination with the stigmata and set a precedent for future

manifestations.
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Subsequent cases of stigmatics soon emerged across Europe, with both men
and women claiming to bear the marks of Christ. Among them, St. Catherine of
Siena, St. Padre Pio, and St. Rita of Cascia are some of the most well-known
figures. These individuals not only experienced the physical pain associated with

the stigmata but also endured intense spiritual and emotional burdens.

One of the fascinating aspects of the stigmata is the voluntary acceptance of
suffering by those who bore the wounds. They willingly embraced physical pain
as a form of penance, sacrifice, and identification with Christ's passion. Their
utmost devotion and unwavering commitment to their faith attracted followers,
who sought spiritual guidance and sought to witness the miraculous wounds
firsthand.

However, the phenomenon of the stigmata was not without skepticism and
controversy. Critics often accused stigmatics of self-inflicted wounds, fraudulent
practices, or psychological conditions. The Church, equally cautious, established
strict guidelines to distinguish genuine cases of the stigmata from impostors or

individuals suffering from delusions.

The stigmata became a subject of religious and medical debate, with scholars
and physicians attempting to explain the miraculous wounds through both
scientific and theological lenses. Some theories proposed that the stigmata were
psychosomatic manifestations resulting from extreme piety, while others

attributed it to supernatural intervention.

As the Christian world underwent significant changes during the Reformation and
Scientific Revolution, the phenomenon of the stigmata faced increasing scrutiny.

Doubt and skepticism grew, prompting a decline in reported cases. However, the
stigmata continued to captivate the faithful and serve as a powerful symbol of

faith and devotion.



Today, the stigmata persists as a topic of fascination and intrigue, drawing the
attention of religious scholars, historians, and believers alike. It remains an
enduring testament to the complexity of human spirituality, the power of faith, and

the enduring impact of the life and suffering of Jesus Christ.

, the stigmata in medieval and early modern Europe was a phenomenon that both
captivated and divided the faithful. The appearance of these miraculous wounds
on the bodies of devout individuals sparked wonder, reverence, and controversy.
Whether seen as divine miracles or psychological manifestations, the stigmata
remains an intriguing aspect of Christian history, shedding light on the
unwavering devotion and self-sacrifice of those who claimed to bear the marks of

Christ's crucifixion.
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Francis of Assisi's reported reception of the stigmata on Mount La Verna in 1224
is almost universally considered to be the first documented account of an
individual miraculously and physically receiving the five wounds of Christ. The
early thirteenth-century appearance of this miracle, however, is not as

unexpected as it first seems. Interpretations of Galatians 6:17—1I bear the marks
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of the Lord Jesus Christ in my body—had been circulating since the early

Middle Ages in biblical commentaries. These works perceived those with the
stigmata as metaphorical representations of martyrs bearing the marks of
persecution in order to spread the teaching of Christ in the face of resistance. By
the seventh century, the meaning of Galatians 6:17 had been appropriated by
bishops and priests as a sign or mark of Christ that they received invisibly at their
ordination. Priests and bishops came to be compared to soldiers of Christ, who
bore the brand (stigmata) of God on their bodies, just like Roman soldiers who
were branded with the name of their emperor. By the early twelfth century,
crusaders were said to bear the actual marks of the passion in death and even

sometimes as they entered into battle.

The Stigmata in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe traces the birth and
evolution of religious stigmata and particularly of stigmatic theology, as
understood through the ensemble of theological discussions and devotional
practices. Carolyn Muessig assesses the role stigmatics played in medieval and
early modern religious culture, and the way their contemporaries reacted to them.
The period studied covers the dominant discourse of stigmatic theology: that is,
from Peter Damian's

eleventh-century theological writings to 1630 when the papacy officially

recognised the authenticity of Catherine of Siena's stigmata.
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