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In 1974 the then Archbishop of Krakow, Karol Wojtyla, paid a visit to the Italian shrine of Lanciano to venerate the Holy Relics kept in the Franciscan church there.

The relics consist of a Sacred Host turned to human flesh, and five unequal globules of solidified human blood in a crystal chalice. As we celebrate the feast of Corpus Christi, such relics give added force to the words of Jesus in John 6:55-6 : 

“For my flesh is real food and my blood is real drink. He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood lives in me and I live in him.”

In the visitors’ book the Pope-to-be inscribed the words of Thomas Aquinas from the hymn Adoro Te devote:  “This faith each day deeper, be my holding of, Daily make me harder hope and dearer love.”

Such Eucharistic miracles are not to everybody’s taste. Some dismiss them scornfully without further investigation as medieval hangovers, or Mediterranean superstitions out of place in modern rational religion. 

It is admittedly surreal to the English eye, as the bus grinds up the hills from the Adriatic coast, to see road signs advertising: “Lanciano – miracolo eucaristico.” It can feel like a spiritual version of Colwyn Bay. 

Yet at the same time we must acknowledge God’s sovereign authority to manifest occasionally in physical form the miraculous substantial change of bread and wine into the Body, Blood, Soul and Divinity of Christ, which takes place at every Mass.

Lanciano is a small Italian town on the flanks of La Maiella, the third highest peak of the Appennines, just south of Pescara. It falls within the province of the Abruzzi, and the diocese of Chieti, a part of Italy not greatly frequented by the devotees of Chianti-shire. But the Catholic pilgrim, heading south down the Adriatic coast from the Holy House of Loreto to Padre Pio at San Giovanni Rotondo, would be blessedly advised to leave the autostrada for a few hours to investigate Lanciano.

The miracle is thought to have happened around 700-750 AD. Written records from that part of Italy during that era are very scarce. Moreover, many of the “monasteries” consisted of hermits living solitary lives near a small chapel. 

The story passed down for centuries by oral tradition, while the miraculous relics themselves were conserved in a chapel at the side of the main altar. It was 1574, when bishop Rodriguez investigated in more detail. 

From 1636 the relics were reserved in a side-altar of the nave. In 1902 they were transferred into the present monumental marble altar.

The extant written record may be based upon a much earlier document. In 1620 two Franciscan friars informed the historian Fella that “In 1560 two Basilian monks came to the Convent of St. Francis; they stole from us a parchment codex, written in Greek and in Latin, hidden between two tablets", which contained the complete narration of the Eucharistic Miracle. The Franciscans had lent this codex to the Basilian visitors to read one evening, but they left early the following morning, taking the manuscript with them.

Here is a fuller account of the miracle from 1633: 

"In this city of Lanciano, around the year 700 of our Lord there was, in the monastery of St. Legontian which was under the custody of the monks of St. Basil (today the monastery is renamed St. Francis’) a monk who, although learned in the sciences of the world, was ignorant in those of God, and therefore not strong in his faith. He was plagued by a doubt as to whether the consecrated Host was truly the Body of Christ, and the consecrated wine truly His Blood. 

However, he constantly prayed that God would take this wound from his heart, and divine grace did not abandon him, because the all-mighty God, Father of mercy and consolation, was pleased to raise him up from the depths of his darkness and to grant him that same grace that he had shown to the Apostle St. Thomas.

One morning, as he was celebrating Mass, after he had already said the most holy words of consecration, his doubts and errors weighed upon him more heavily than ever. By a most singular and marvellous favour then, he saw the bread changed into Flesh and the wine into Blood. 

He was so confused and terrified by such a Stupendous Miracle that he stood utterly dumbfounded as if by ecstasy for a long period; but eventually, his fear gave way to the spiritual happiness that filled his soul, and he turned his joyful yet tearful face to those around him and cried out: 

"O fortunate friends to whom the Blessed Lord has deigned to reveal himself in this Most Holy Sacrament and to make himself visible before your eyes and to dispel my own unbelief.
Come, brothers, and gaze at our God drawn near us. Behold the Flesh and Blood of our most beloved Christ". 

At these words, all people hurried avidly to the altar with deep devotion, and there upon witnessing the Miracle, they began to cry out with tears for divine mercy. 

As the news of such a rare and peculiar Miracle spread through the city, who could describe the acts of piety that the great and the small performed as they hurried to see the Wonder with their own eyes: some cried out with devout voice for Divine Mercy; some beat their breasts and confessed their guilt and sins; others with subdued voices and sighs admitted their unworthiness to gaze upon such a precious treasure; and others still, in a state of rapture and reverent silence admired, marvelled, praised, and thanked the all-good God who deigned to place before our mortal senses His immortal and incomprehensible Majesty.”  

Of course, it would be more satisfying if we had eye-witness accounts and sworn affidavits from 750 AD, and a unbroken historical record. 

There is possible reference to Lanciano in the writings of Guitmundo, archbishop of Aversa (Caserta) c.1100 AD. He published a three-volume dialogue, aimed at confuting the heretic Berengarius, who denied the real presence in the Eucharist.  To confirm the Catholic doctrine of the Real Presence, he described a Eucharistic Miracle: 

 "In Italy, a priest, while celebrating Mass, noticed real (human) Flesh on the altar and real (human) Blood in the chalice. At that sight, he began trembling and refrained from consuming them. At once, he reported the unusual event to his bishop and sought his advice as to what should be done. The bishop, after convening a meeting with many other bishops, recorded of the Miraculous Event and decided to take a delicate care of the chalice containing the Flesh and Blood. Eventually, everything was sealed at the centre of the altar so that all would be perpetually preserved as Extraordinary Relics".


Unfortunately Guitmondo does not mention where exactly this happened, but the details match the later Lanciano account.

So the only thing we do have are the relics themselves: 

The Host-Flesh, as can be very distinctly observed today, has the same dimensions as the large host used today in the Latin church; it is light brown and appears rose-colored when lighted from the back. The Blood is coagulated and has an earthy colour resembling the yellow of ochre.

Modern scientific investigation, beginning in 1971, has confirmed and deepened the mystery. Dr. Edoardo Linoli, Professor in Anatomy and Pathological Histology (Arezzo), was assisted by Prof. Ruggero Bertelli (Professor of Anatomy at the University of Siena.)

The analyses confirmed that 

· The Flesh is real human Flesh. The Blood is real human Blood of  blood-type: AB (identical to that on the Holy Shroud of Turin).

· The Flesh consists of the muscular heart tissue. It shows in section the essential structure of the human heart: the myocardium, the endocardium, the vagus nerve and the left ventricle.

· In the Blood there were found proteins in the same percentages as are found in fresh normal blood, and the usual ions: chloride, phosphate, magnesium, potassium, sodium and calcium.

· The preservation of the Flesh and of the Blood, which were left in their natural state for twelve centuries and exposed to the action of atmospheric and biological agents, is extraordinary. 

In 1973, the Higher Council of the World Health Organization (WHO) appointed a scientific commission to verify the Italian report. They took 15 months and performed some 500 examinations. They confirmed Prof. Linoli’s conclusions and admitted science's inability to explain the phenomenon.

Prof Dr Linoli also stated that in his opinion a fraud was unlikely. Only a hand very practised at anatomical dissection – which developed after 1700 - could have cut such a uniform transverse section from human heart tissue, showing various veins and arteries of different cross-sections, and the endo-cardial membrane. The blood, had it been taken from a dead body, would have altered rapidly by putrefaction and decay. No salts or preservatives known from antiquity as preservatives for mummification were found in the analyses. The results of these investigations were published in l’Osservatore Romano on 23rd April 1982.

