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Credo for 22nd September 2002, 25th Sunday in Ordinary Time

To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times.

Fr Francis Marsden


“See Naples and die” seems an apt motto. A year ago I risked it at long last. During six years in Rome I had never once dared to venture the three hours’ south to Italy’s reputedly most disorderly and crime-ridden city.


The centro storico of Naples resembles the back streets of Rome with all the famous monuments removed. Deep cobbled chasms run between blocks of ancient palazzo tenements, crowded with noisy workmen, kids playing and popping Vespas. A few rash motorists try to force their way through. The streets are dirty, food is cheap, and respect for priests is high, so they tell me.


The madness worsened when it went dark. The evening pastime for hundreds of teenagers seems to be riding three-up at high speed on Vespas and Lambrettas along the Via del Duomo, on the pavements, or on the wrong side of the road playing chicken with the cars. Without crash helmets, naturally. Law and order are not Neapolitan concepts. The old ladies must say millions of rosaries to stave off slaughter on the roads.

The most I saw on a scooter was four-up, but that was a man and wife, their small son and a baby, and he was riding relatively safely!


God’s ways are not our ways: neither are the Neapolitans’ ways our ways.


It is fitting that this riotous city, grubbily sprawling amidst the most splendid scenery around the Bay of Naples, facing Ischia and Capri across the water, and overlooked by the active volcano Vesuvius, should witness one of the oddest repeated “miracles” in the Catholic church, the liquefaction of the blood of San Gennaro.


St Januarius, as we call him, was born in Naples in the third century and became Bishop of Benevento. He was arrested during Diocletian’s persecution, after visiting Christians in gaol. Governor Timoteo of Campania had him tortured by stretching on a type of rack.

This failed to break his spirit, so he was taken to the amphitheatre at Pozzuoli. The wild beasts refused to eat him and knelt tamely at his feet. The governor suspected magic, and ordered Gennaro to be decapitated. He was suddenly struck blind, but Gennaro prayed and returned his sight. Nevertheless in his fury, the Governor tortured him, and had him beheaded on 19th September 305 AD.


It is said that  his childhood nurse collected Gennaro’s blood in a couple of ampoules. His body was buried secretly. After Constantine legalised Christianity, Gennaro’s relics were transferred to the catacombs of Naples. Later they moved as war booty to Benevento (831 AD), then to Monte Vergine abbey, and finally back to Naples in 1497, where he is honoured as the city’s Patron.


His bones were enshrined beneath the high altar of the Cathedral. The skull and the ampoules containing the blood were retained separately in the Royal Side-Chapel of the Treasury of San Gennaro. They sit inside a gilded bust of the saint, within a strongbox requiring four keys. 


The first official written testimony of the liquefaction dates from 17 August 1389: “there was a great procession on account of the miracle which Our lord Jesus Christ through the blood of Blessed Gennaro, kept in an ampoule, which then liquefied as if it had just flowed out of the body of blessed Gennaro.” 


This liquefaction occurs on festivals of the Saint, or when the blood is carried in procession to avoid some public calamity. The annual festivals are the first Sunday in May and the day preceding, which correspond to translations of S. Gennaro’s body. Secondly, 19th September, which was the date of his martyrdom. Finally 16th December is the feast of the Protection of S Gennaro, on which date he saved the city from Vesuvius’s eruption of 1631, and the 1857 earthquake.


The circular reliquary, 12 cm in diameter, contains two ampoules of blood. The larger bottle is two-thirds full, about 60 ml of substance. The smaller one appears to contain only a few spots of blood. 

The reliquary is displayed to the crowds and turned upside down, so that all can see the blood is solid. Then the prayers begin.  After an unpredictable interval, varying from two minutes to an hour, bearing no clear relation to the ambient temperature, the mass of blood changes its state, and turns liquid. 

Sometimes the blood appears very fluid indeed, appearing as if to froth and boil and turning a vivid crimson colour. On other occasions it remains viscous, duller in colour, and fails to liquefy completely.

Escorted by the canons of the cathedral or the prelates of the Treasury, the reliquary is offered to the faithful to be kissed.  On 19th September the liquefaction is announced to the city with 21 cannon blasts.

The saint’s blood remains liquid the whole day until it is placed back in the Treasury in the evening, and sometimes even longer. 

It is also claimed that the volume of the blood varies, sometimes completely filling the phial, at other times only two-thirds. Using a chemical balance, an inexplicable variation in weight of up to 27 grams has been reported.

Sceptics point out that the present relic cannot be traced back for certain before 1300 AD, and that it might be a medieval fraud. 

Chemists have tried to reproduce the thixotropic properties of the claimed “blood of San Gennaro.” Thixotropic gels liquefy when they are agitated or moved around. However, without opening the ampoule and analysing the contents, no-one  can be sure exactly about the contents of the phial.

It merits a full scientific investigation, This would either silence the critics or to expose a merely scientific curiosity, and require a refocusing of Neapolitan devotion.

Inexplicable are the works of the Lord, as the prophet Isaiah reminds us in this weekend’s readings: 

“Seek Yahweh while he is still to be found, call to him while he is still near. Let the wicked man abandon his way, the evil man his thoughts. Let him turn back to Yahweh who will take pity on him, to our God who is rich in forgiving; for my thoughts are not your thoughts, my ways not your ways - it is Yahweh who speaks.

Yes, the heavens are as high above earth as my ways are above your ways, my thoughts above your thoughts.”

In our rationalistic age, this deserves attention.  Science and technology, like to explain everything in materialistic terms. We run the risk of mistakenly trying to fit God into our theories. 

However, God is never subject to our thoughts and plans. He is sovereign. He will work how He wills. God will fit in no box. We must be content to accept the unexpected and the unpredictable. 

We should always check the facts carefully, but we can never demand that God must work one way but not another. The living God disturbs us by refusing to be categorised, refusing to be predictable, refusing to bow to the dubiously conditioned preferences of any human culture or society. “Have I no right to do what I like with my own?”

God’s unpredictability and refusal to be bound by human expectations is similarly apparent in two new celebrations this week.  Mon 23rd introduces the new memorial of St Pio of Pietrelcina, and Tues 24th  marks Our Lady of Walsingham.

What are we to make of St Pio, who struggled with the devil, bilocated to the far ends of Italy, and during the war even appeared in the sky warning American airmen away from bombing S Giovanni Rotondo? His stigmata bled more blood in weight than the food he ate, a phenomenon medically verified over decades.

In the quiet Norfolk village of Walsingham, Lady Richeldis, lady of the manor, received a vision of Our Lady in 1086, who requested the building of a house identical to that at Nazareth. The first construction collapsed: it wasn’t built in quite the right spot specified by the vision. When the site was moved, the house stayed up. So England’s Nazareth was born.

God’s ways are not our ways. We may ask why God allowed the September 11th terrorist attack on the World Trade Centre to “succeed”, in al-Qaeda terms. Was it an emergency wake-up call, 9.11, to summon people back to God? A vivid warning that the nation which excludes God from its laws, debates, politics and economics, becomes more more and more vulnerable to Satan’s menaces?

As Providence would have it, 11-12th September are significant dates in Christian history too. On these days in 1683 the Polish King Jan Sobieski III, supported by Pope Innocent XI, with 85,000 troops raised the 250,000-strong Turkish siege of Vienna – the last occasion Muslim militants penetrated to the heart of Europe. The European states joined in a Holy League and the Ottoman Empire went into a 200-year decline, ending with the collapse of the Sublime Porte, the Sultanate in Istanbul.

God’s ways are not our ways. When He ceases to amaze us and puzzle us, perhaps it is we who have grown blind.

