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Lourdes

Lillian Sun

| recently came back from a trip to Europe and had the privilege of
experiencing a visit to the Sanctuary of Our Lady of Lourdes in France. |
remember growing up watching an animated version of the story,
Bernadette: The Princess of Lourdes. This introduction was my first
encounter with Mother Mary’s apparitions and the story of the healing
waters. After all these years, it was surreal to be there in person, to walk
the grounds, see the grotto, drink from the waters, and pray with pilgrims
from all over the world.

Bernadette was a young girl who saw visions of a Lady during the year of
1858. Though many townspeople and the parish priest were skeptical of
Bernadette’s visions, she was clear in what she saw and held firm in her
recounting of these encounters. Through a series of apparitions, the Lady
asked for a chapel to be built by the grotto. She instructed Bernadette to dig
into the ground and within a few days water began to flow from where she
dug. The Lady instructed Bernadette to drink and wash herself from the
spring. Others who did the same experienced healings from their ailments
and illnesses. Eventually the Lady revealed her name, “Immaculate
Conception,” a title of Mother Mary, and the water of Lourdes was
considered miraculous.

While | was wandering the grounds of the sanctuary at Lourdes, | was
transported to memories of the story of Bernadette that | grew up with,
images of Mary clothed in light blue, and an overall feeling of gentle
presence that radiated from the grounds. | walked past the beautiful, ornate
basilica, built in the gothic style, and went down to the grotto just below.
The whole area was lush, with trickles of water all along the boulders that
made up the cave-like grotto. Walking along the rocks, | followed the people
before me. | stretched out my arm and brushed my hand along the cool
water. Walking slowly, | witnessed the spring where Bernadette originally
dug into the ground. | saw the other pilgrims drink from the water that ran
along the rocks. Then | ended up on the other side, seated in the pews to
pray the rosary with Mary’s statue above the grotto.

One of the most meaningful experiences | had at Lourdes was participating
in the ritual of the baths. During the pandemic, they closed the immersion
into the baths and transitioned to a ritual that was more similar to what Mary
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originally instructed Bernadette. | was ushered into the private room where
a volunteer was waiting to instruct and guide me through the ritual. We
began by learning about the tradition of the baths where the healing waters
from the spring flowed and thousands of pilgrims came to be immersed into
the waters with many experiencing the miracle that occurred during
Bernadette’s time. | was then invited to present my intentions to Mother
Mary, pausing to ask for what | needed and why | was there. After a
moment of silence, the volunteer walked us through the process of the
“Water Gesture.” We began by washing our hands and arms as the
volunteer poured the water over us. We were asked to wash our face with
the same pitcher of water. Then we were asked to drink the water as we
cupped our hands as the water was poured. We ended with the sign of the
Cross.

It was a short but meaningful experience that came with it a history of
tradition, a history of stories, a history of healings. One thing that struck me
was the intention of thirsting for healing and carrying with us all those who
were unable to make the pilgrimage. By bringing them to our prayers, we
are united, we bring them with us to the waters.

That evening, | joined the procession that occurs every night around the
grounds of the sanctuary. The procession is led by those who are sick or in
wheelchairs, followed by Mary’s statue, and a crowd of participants holding
candles. We prayed the rosary in a multitude of languages, sang Marian
songs, and processed to the main basilica. It was touching to see the
reverence that everyone had for those who were sick or in wheelchairs.
They were leading the procession and were brought to the front of the
crowd. This was an example of how to care for those who need more
support. An example that we can take with us back to our churches, to look
out for those who are sick or in need.

What | loved most about this experience at Lourdes was the connection to
Catholic history, the privilege of participating in the ritual of washing in the
healing waters, and the feeling of unity with all who were present and all
who | carried in my prayers.

Ever Immaculate Virgin Mother of Mercy,
Health of the sick, refuge of sinners,

Comforter of the afflicted,

you know my wants, my troubles, my sufferings;
look with mercy on me.
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