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TO THE EDITOR, CATHOLIC TIMES, CREDO FOR 14TH MAY 2000,

FR FRANCIS MARSDEN


“Why didn’t you die? I know that my aim was true, and I know that the bullet was very powerful and mortal . . . so why didn’t you die?” A very puzzled Ali Agca put this question to Pope John Paul II, when he met face to face in his prison cell with the man he tried to murder on the 13th May 1981, anniversary date of the first apparition of Our Lady at Fatima in 1917.


The Pope answered: “One hand fired the shot, another hand guided it.” At Fatima on the tenth anniversary of the shooting he acclaimed Mary as “my mother for ever, and especially on 13 May 1981, when I felt your helpful presence at my side.” The bullet which should have entered his heart, instead hit his little finger and splintered into his abdomen – life-threatening, painful, and requiring a whole series of operations to extract the shrapnel, but – thanks be to God - not fatal.


This weekend the Pope once again visits the shrine of Fatima, to beatify two of the three young visionaries, Francisco and Jacinta Martin. The eldest, Sister Lucia, is still alive (aged 93) in the Carmelite Convent in Coimbra.


The story of the 1917 apparitions is well-known, especially of the great “miracle of the sun” on 13th October, witnessed by 70,000 people at the Cova da Iria, and up to 25 miles away. Here is the account of Avelino da Almeida, a man with little time for the Church and the Catholic Faith, Freemason managing editor of O Secolo, the largest newspaper in Lisbon, – similar perhaps to the Guardian. On the morning of 13th October he had penned a cynical article about the incredulous and superstitious peasant masses grouping at Fatima, to the obvious profit of the clergy and their allied commercial interests.


After the apparition he wrote:

“A spectacle unique and incredible if one had not been a witness of it . . . One can see the immense crowd turn towards the sun, which reveals itself free of the clouds in full noon. The great star of day makes one think of a silver plaque, and it is possible to look straight at it without the least discomfort. It does not burn, it does not blind. It might be like an eclipse. But now bursts forth a colossal clamour, and we hear the nearest spectators crying: “Miracle, miracle! Marvel, marvel!


Before the astonished eyes of the people, whose attitude carries us back to biblical times and who, full of terror, heads uncovered, gaze into the blue of the sky, the sun has trembled, and the sun has made some brusque movements – unprecedented and outside of all cosmic laws – the sun has “danced.”


After the apparitions, life never returned to normal for the children. Crowds of pilgrims descended upon the Cova da Iria, and the holm oak, site of Our Lady’s appearances. The parish priest of the village church of Fatima exclaimed in frustration to Lucia: “Why do all these people go and prostrate themselves in prayer in the middle of these fields, while the living God, the sworn God of our altars, lies abandoned and alone in the tabernacle? What is all this money for? This money that serves no purpose, left under the holm oak while we cannot finish the construction of our church for want of funds!”


The three shepherd children started going to school, to learn how to read and write, as Our Lady had requested them. They visited church on the way, and sometimes Francisco would stay behind, saying: “You go to school, I’m staying here with the hidden Jesus.” He would spend the whole morning in prayer, consoling “Jesus, who is so sad.”


Towards the end of 1918 both Francisco and Jacinta contracted flu, which worsened to pneumonia. Francisco (10 years old) was calm and serene during this illness. He started to suffer severe headaches too. One day he said to Lucia, his cousin: “I am in pain, but it doesn’t matter. I am suffering to console Our Lord, and I shall be in heaven shortly.” To those who offered prayer for his recovery, he said: “Your prayers for my health are useless, I will never have the grace of recovery.” On days when he felt better, he might make his way to the Cova da Iria to pray the rosary, for he remembered Our Lady’s words to him: “Francisco will go to heaven, but he will have to say many rosaries.”


He asked Lucia to remind him of any sins he had committed, so that he could make his First Confession and receive his First Holy Communion. He had disobeyed his mother sometimes. He had stolen ten centavos from his father to buy a harmonica. He had thrown stones at the boys from the next village. The day he made his Holy Communion, he was radiant with joy and said to Jacinta: “Today I am happier than you, because the Hidden Jesus is inside me.”


It seems that both Jacinta and Francisco experienced another apparition of Our Lady during their illness. Jacinta said: “Our Lady came to see us, to tell us that she would soon be coming to fetch Francisco and to take him to heaven. She asked me if I wanted to convert more sinners and I said I did. Then she told me that I would go to hospital and suffer greatly there. . . “


On the morning of 4th April 1919, from his sickbed Francisco suddenly said to his mother Olimpia: “Mama, look over there, near the door! Can you see that beautiful light?” A few minutes later he added, “I can’t see it any more,” and he died. He was buried without a coffin in the village cemetery. In 1952 his mortal remains were exhumed, identified, and moved to a side altar in the basilica.


Jacinta had just turned nine. Her elder brother’s death was a hard blow. She had lost the one person with whom she had shared everything in her short life, including the great mystery of the visions. Lucia relates several further mystical visions which Jacinta experienced.


One day, she said: “I don’t know how it was, but I saw the Holy Father in a very big house, kneeling by a table, with his head buried in his hands, and he was weeping. Outside the house, there were many people. Some were throwing stones, others were cursing him and using bad language.” This may relate to 1942, when Europe was engulfed in war, the war prophesied by the second Fatima secret, and Pius XII renewed the consecration of the world to the Immaculate Heart of Mary in St Peter’s Basilica, 


On several occasions Lucia asked her “What are you thinking about?” Jacinta would reply: “About the war that is coming, and all the people who are going to die and go to hell. How dreadful! If only they would stop offending God, then there wouldn’t be any war and they wouldn’t go to hell!” 

Jacinta’s flu turned to bronchitis, and she suffered a large abscess on the chest. She was in hospital in Ourem. Then she was taken to Lisbon. On 21st January 1920 she said good bye to her cousin Lucia: “We will never see each other again. Pray for me, until I go to heaven. When I am there, I will pray for you. Never tell our secret to anyone, even if they threaten to kill you! [presumably referring to the three secrets of Fatima] You must love Jesus and the Immaculate Heart of Mary and you must make many sacrifices for the sake of sinners.”

She was given accommodation in an orphanage run by religious sisters. Here she was able to spend long hours in prayer before the “Hidden Jesus” in the tabernacle. What she confided to Sr Godinho, who cared for her, was not merely the fruit of a 10-year old’s meditations:

“If people only knew what eternity was really like, they would do everything possible to change their way of life.” “There will come fashions that will offend Our Lord. People who wish to serve God cannot be slaves to fashions. There is no room for fashions in the Church. God is always the same.” “The sins which lead many souls to hell are sins of impurity.” “Doctors cannot heal the sick because they do not love God.”  “Priests must be pure, very pure! The disobedience of many priests and clerics towards their superiors and towards the Holy Father displeases Our Lord greatly.”

On 10th February the surgeons removed two of her ribs under local anaesthetic. A few days later she was serene, reporting that she had had another visit from our Lady, who had promised she would soon be in heaven. From that day on her physical pain ended. On 20th February, she requested the sacraments. A priest heard her confession, and promised to bring her Communion the next day, but she died at 10pm that evening.

This weekend, Pope John Paul II beatifies Francisco and Jacinta Martin.

