

















At St. Marv's church in Zavtun, a neighborhood in Old Cairo, apparitions of a silent Madonna
bathed in white light are said to have appeared at night above the domes of the church for three
vears, from 1968 to 1971. Glowing white doves sometimes accompanied the apparitions.
Yohanna Yassa, a Coptic priest who has ministered at St. Mary's since 1964, told me that often
Muslim women who want to get pregnant come to his church to prayv. “Today we had a lady
who came for a blessing,” he said. “Mary is calling us spiritually, and because of that, both

Muslims and Christians love her and respect her.”

‘Wolunteers help a man bathe in the ice-cold, spring-fed waters of Lourdes. The Massabielle Grotto has

been the font of Lourdes’s fame since 1858, when Mary is said to have appeared before a teenage girl
and asked her to dig a spring in the hard earth. A small puddle scon grew into a pool; eventually it

became this sacred water source, visited by some six million pilgrims every year.

FOLLOWING THE MANY paths of Marv, I learned that she has often appeared to people in crisis
zones, such as Kibeho and Bosnia and Herzegovina, secking to warn of danger or to serve asa
symbol of healing. In her aftermath come physical cures said to be miraculous, as at
Medjugorje, and spiritual healings too numerous to count. Lourdes, the Virgin’s most famous
pilgrimage site, at the foot of the Pyrenees in southwestern France, is her miracle factory, with
more than 7,000 miraculous cures claimed since the mid-1800s. Only 69 have been officially

recognized by church authorities.

Evervthing at Lourdes iz about scale: more than a hundred acres, six million visitors a vear,
space for 25,000 worshippers in the giant underground basilica. It was built in 1958 to
commemorate the centennial of the Virgin Marv's first appearance, in 1858, to Bernadette, an
illiterate 14-vear-old peasant girl. (St. Bernadette was canonized on December 8, 1033.) The
nearby Grotto of Our Lady of Lourdes, its stones worn by millions of feet, is where the Virgin is
said to have commanded Bernadette to scoop up the mud with her hands to make a spring
gurgle from the damp soil. That miraculous water is the source for baths that attract thousands
daily in wheelchairs, and thousands more on foot, to pray for cures. Volunteers push les
malades, the sick, in blue buggies in endless, snaking lines along Lourdes’s narrow streets,

flanked by dozens of religious curio shops.

Lourdes is the Virgin’s miracle
factory, with more than 7,000
miraculous cures claimed since
the mid-1800s. Only 69 have

been recognized by church
authorities.

The day I visited the baths, it was pouring rain, and cold. There’s a strict protocol for how vou
disrobe and then tie a light linen cloth around your body for a quick, private dip, supported
under each arm by a volunteer. “Say vour intention, make the sign of the cross, and we’ll escort
yvou down,” a kindly Irish woman told me. Then came the freezing immersion—a bracing

moment of deep peace.

Shortly after World War II, members of the French and German militaries met at Lourdes to
reconcile and heal the wounds of war; now every spring veterans groups are among the hordes
of pilgrims. On May 14, 2015, I joined 184 wounded warriors—17.5. combat veterans who had
served in Iraq and Afghanistan—and their families, sponsored by the Archdiocese for the
Military Services and the Knights of Columbus. They had come for the annual pilgrimage of
militaries (from 35 nations this vear) to celebrate peace. For the rest of their lives, all these
quietly brave men and women and those who support them must contend with debilitating

injuries suffered sometimes during multiple deplovments.

Bustling among us was one of the most remarkable women I've ever come across: Army Col.
(Ret.) Dorothy A. Perkins, 60, an affable triathlete and mother of two who was commanding a
battalion of 480 soldiers at Fort Hood, Texas, when the United States was attacked on
September 11, 2001. Because hers was the only battalion whose soldiers had erucial
counterintellizgence and interrogation expertise, she oversaw the soldiers’ deployment to five
countries, and she sent a group to Guantanamo Bay to set up facilities for POWs. By ¢/11
Perkins had already been to Irag twice with the United Nations Special Commission as a team
leader for weapons inspectors, and spent more than a decade in the Army in special ops. In

2006-07 she served as the principal adviser to the U.S. ambassador for hostage affairs in Irag.

Perkins grew up a poor white girl in a mostly black, inner-city neighborhood in Tacoma,
Washington, with nominal support from her mother and alcoholic stepfather. At age ten, she
was sent to pick berries in the fields. She learned German during a gap vear between high
school and college when she lived as an “indentured servant,” cleaning rooms in a family-
owned hotel in the Bavarian Alps. Her only recreation was to hike the mountain trails, where

she encountered little shrines to Mary.

In the Deir al Adra monastery, in Minya, Egypt, Muslims and Christians alike light candles io

commemorate the Holy Family’s stay during their biblical flight intc Egypt. A Marian festival here draws

two million of tha faithful each year.



“My faith has always been at the core of who I am,” Perkins zaid. “It’s a choice I made early on.”
Without family to rely on, Perkins said, the Virgin Mary became her anchor. “She loves you as

much as you want. Through her to him, she focused me on making closer relations with Jesus.”

Perkins attended the University of San Francisco, a Jesuit school, for 12 vears but left a few
credits short and graduated from SUNY, Albany. While in San Francisco, she took a job at
Macy's, working her way up the corporate ladder to become a senior executive. In college she
also joined the Army Reserve. After marrving a Green Beret, she signed up with the Army full-

time and worked in counterintelligence.

For Perkins, “Lourdes really forces each person to look at herself spirituallyv. Everything is
always rushing bv so fast. We're overwhelmed by media and caught up in the day-to-day.
People don't force themselves to look at what's most important—the integrity of the soul.”

During the closing ceremonies at a giant Mass in the basilica, one of the European bishops,
preaching in French, said, “World War III is already under way in the Middle East and Africa.”
He praised the military there for focusing “on peace, justice, and human rights. May this

experience make vou witnesses for hope.”

I thought of the indelible scene of the candlelight procession the night before—thousands of
pilgrims, from places ranging from Argentina to Zambia, silently lifting their candles in praver.
It had ended with dozens of veterans in wheelchairs lining up in front, next to the Grotto of Our
Lady of Lourdes, for songs and prayers. So many souls vearning to be witnesses for hope, so
many souls imbued with the belief that the Virgin Mary was lighting their way.

A Avyoung boy in the Deir al Adra monastery reaches up to touch a painted image of Mary. In the Koran,

M Maryam (Mary) is the holiest woman mentioned. *So the Virgin Mary is not at all strange to Muslims,”
s says Roten: “In fact, wherever there is a connection between Christians and Muslims—or any two

groups that know and love her—there is a commaon value in the covenant mother.”
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