










In the basilica, behind the main altar, protected by glass, hung the original cloth image of Our 

Lady of Guadalupe, focusing the rapt attention of the faithful passing b}' on a moving wal\.,.-way. 

According to legend, accepted by the church, it was in 1531 that the Virgin of Guadalupe spoke, 

in Nahuatl (the Aztec language), to Juan Diego, a baptized Indian canonized in 2002. She 

urged him to tell the bishop that she wanted a church built on the site, Tepeyac Hill, which had 

been a place for worshipping Aztec earth goddesses. 

Juan Diego didn't have much luck with the bishop, who wanted a sign of 

some sort. Mary instructed him to climb the hill, cut some flowers, and 

present them to the bishop. Flowers don't bloom there in December, but 

Juan Diego gathered a bouquet of beautiful roses, which he folded into 

his tilma, believed to be woven from agave fibers. When he finally got to 

see the bishop and opened his cloak, the roses spilled out, n'vealing the 

image of Our Lady of Guadalupe. This is the only time Mary is said to 

have left a painted portrait of herself. 

IIlany art historians see this as a standard European depiction ofllIary, 

typical of the 16th century. But \\ithin the past several decades some 

church scholars have begWl to interpret the visual imagery to be a 

combination of Catholic and what they consider to be Aztec iconography. 

According to such recent interpretations, an illiterate Indian would instantly be able to read the 

symbols as a nonverbal catechism. The dusky woman's dark hair is parted in the middle, 

possibly symbolizing that she's a virgin, but she wears a black boll' high around her waist, a 

sign that she's pregnant. AroWld her neck is a brooch- not the green stone Aztec deities often 

displayed but a cross. Her downcast eyes sholl' that she isn't a goddess. Similarly, her hands, 

clasped in prayer, also communicate that she isn't divine. One of her legs is bent, suggesting 

that she could be dancing in prayer. The turquoise of her cloak signifies divinity and s1.-y to the 

Aztec. The glyph of a four-petaled flower in the center of her rose-colored tunic supposedly 

means that she is the god bearer. 

Sometime between 1531 and 1570 the original image on Juan Diego's tilma was embellished. 

Gold stars were added to the Virgin's mantle, aligned, according to a Mexican study published 

in 1983, in their configuration at dawn on December 12, 1531, the day the image allegedly 

appeared on the tilma. The Aztec greatly revered the sun god, and glolling rays added behind 

Mary signify that she comes from heaven and that her god has power. One theory holds 

that in Nahuatl, the word comes from three words that mean "in the center of the 

moonD - and Mary is standing in the center of a black crescent moon. Borne on the shoulders of 

an angel who, some say, has native features, she dominates both light and darkness. 

Remarkably, the image hasn't deteriorated, according to the church, even though the cloth 

hung in the basilica for more than a century without protection, vulnerable to dirt and smoke. 

"She's imprinted like a photo,n says Nydia Mirna RodriguezAiatorre, director of the basilica 

museum, who ell."plains that in 1785 a workfr cleaning the silver frame accidentally spilled 

nitric acid on the image. It remained intact. An affida,it from several decades later says that 

the spill left only a vague mark like a water stain. In 1921 Luciano Perez Carpio, who worked in 

an office ofMe.xico's president tasked Ilith weakening the grip of religion, placed a bomb in a 

bouquet of flowers below the image. The blast destroyed the altar and bent its bronze crucifix 

and the candelabra nearby. The image of the Virgin was untouched. 

"When the devotion to the Virgin of Guadalupe disappears," Rodriguez Alatorre says, "the 

identity ofMell.ico will disappear.n 

AS THE ONLY WOMAN to have her own sura, or chapter, in the Koran, Marywas chosen by God. 

"above all other women of the world," for her chastity and obedience. As in the Bible, an angel 

annoWlces her pregnancy to her in the Muslim holy book. But unlike in the Bible, 

Mary- Maryam- giyes birth alone. There's no Joseph. 

"Mary is the purest and most "irtuous of all women in the universe,n says Bah Zaki Awad, 

dean ofthe theology faculty atAI Azhar University, Cairo's leading theological university. 

In Egypt I talked Ilith devout iMuslims who, because of their reverence for the Virgin Mary, had 

no qualms about lisiting Christian churches and praying to her in church as well as mosque. 

One day in Cairo I encountered two young iM uslim women in head scarves standing in front of 

the old Coptic Abu Serga church, built over a cave that is said to haye been used by the Holy 

Family. It was the eve of Coptic Easter, and inside, the congregants chanted and prayed for 

hours. Outside, the women said they loyed /lIary from studying her in the Koran. 

"Her story tells us a lot of Youra, 21, said. is able to face lots of hardships in her 

life because of her faith, her belief in God.n Youra's friend, Aya, added, "There's a sura in her 

name in the Koran, so we were curious what was going on inside the church.p 

I met Nabila Badr, 53, at a Coptic church along the Nile in a part of Cairo called AI 

Adaweya-one of the many places in Egypt where the Holy Family is said to ha\'e stopped. Badr 

is a married mother of three and an events organizer for the governor of a state near Cairo. 

AIong \\ith her Koran, she carries Christian medals of the Virgin Mary in her purse. In a small 

room in the back of the church Badr mingled \,ith Coptic Christians praying there, lit candle 

after candle, bowed, and prayed to an icon of /lIary on the wall that was claimed to have once 

wept tears of oil. Badr said she talks to Mary about her life and that Mary has answered her 

several times by shOl,ing her visions in dreams that later came true. 

III Lourdes, a sma ll tOWII in France With all outsIZe re putat ion jor mlracles and Mana n signs, volunte ers 

push th e whee lc halrs oj termm allyor chrolllcal ly il l p llgnms. Some 80,000 SIck or dIsabled devotees a 

year seek a cu re at the shnne oj M ary 

like many Egyptians, Badr also believes injinn, or spirits, who influence life for good or bad, 

although she claims only to have her own angel. too believes in the Virgin /lIary/ she said. 

Badr often asks /lIary to intercede for her, and she composed a poem to Mary. "When I feel 

do\\n,D Badr said, "1 pray to God very much, but I also consult Mary, and after a while things 

calm down." 



At St. Mary's church in Zaytun, a neighborhood in Old Cairo, apparitions of a silent r.Iadonna 

bathed in white light are said to have appeared at night above the domes of the church for three 

years, 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 pray. "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." 

Vo lunteers h"lp a man bathe In the Ice ·cold , spnng-fe d waters of Lourdes, The Massable lle Grotto has 

been th" font o f Lourd es's fame sInce 1858, when Mary is sa id 10 have appe ared befo re a teenage g irl 

and asked her to dig a spnng In Ihe hard earth A small pudd le soon g rew into a pool ; eventually rt 

became this sacred water source. VIsited by some six mIllion pilgrims every yea r_ 

FOLLOWING THE MANY paths of Mary, I learned that she has often appeared to people in crisis 

zones, such as Kibeho and Bosnia and Herzegovina, seeking to warn of danger or to serve as a 

s}'lllbol of healing. In her aftennath 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, \lith 

more than 7,000 miraculous cures claimed since the mid-1800s. Only 69 have been officially 

recognized by church authorities. 

Eve!')1hing at Lourdes is about scale: more than a hundred acres, six million ,isitors a year, 

space for 25,000 worshippers in the giant Wlderground basilica. It was built in 1958 to 

commemorate the centennial of the Virgin 1Ia!').'s first appearance, in 1858, to Bernadette, an 

illiterate 14-year-old peasant girl. (51. Bernadette was canonized on December 8, 1933.) The 

nearby Grotto of Our Lady ofLounies, its stones worn by millions of feet, is where the Virgin is 

said to have commanded Bernadette to scoop up the mud \\ith 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 

rnalades, 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 holl' you 

disrobe and then tie a light linen cloth around your body for a quick, private dip, supported 

under each ann by a yolWlteer. ~Sayyour intention, make the sign of the cross, and well escort 

you 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 Gennan militaries met at Lourdes to 

reconcile and heal the wOWlds of war; noll' every spring veterans groups are among the hordes 

of pilgrims. On May 14, 2015, I joined 184 wounded warriors- U.S. combat veterans who had 

served in Iraq and Afghanistan- and their families, sponsored by the Archdiocese for the 

Military Senices and the Knights of Columbus. They had come for the annual pilgrimage of 

militaries (from 35 nations this year) to celebrate peace. For the rest of their lives, all these 

quietly brave men and women and those who support them must contend \\ith debilitating 

injuries suffered sometimes during multiple deployments. 

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 crucial 

counterintelligence and interrogation expertise, she oversaw the soldiers' deployment to five 

countries, and she sent a group to Guantanamo Bay to set up facilities for paws. By 9/ 11 

Perkins had already been to Iraq twice \\ith 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 sen'ed as the principal adviser to the U.S. ambassador for hostage affairs in Iraq. 

Perkins grew up a poor white girl in a mostly black, inner-city neighborhood in Tacoma, 

Washington, \\ith nominal support from her mother and alcoholic stepfather. At age ten, she 

was sent to pick berries in the fields. She learned Gennan during a gap year between high 

school and college when she lived as an "indentured sen'ant," cleaning rooms in a family­

owned hotel in the Bavarian Alps. Her only reereation was to hike the mountain traiis, where 

she encountered little shrines to Ma!')'. 

In the Delr al Adra monaste ry. III M inya , Egypt. Musl ims and Christians alike light candles 10 

commemorate the Holy Family' s stay during the ir b ib lical f l<ght Into Egypt A Manan festiva l he re draws 

two mil lion oflhe faithful each year 



~My faith has always been at the core of who I am,~ Perkins said. ~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 "ith Jesus." 

Perkins attended the University of San Francisco, a Jesuit school, for 12 years 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 rollege she 

also joined the Anny Reserve. After maIT)ing a Green Beret, she signed up "ith the Anny full · 

time and worked in counterintelligence. 

For Perkins, ~Lourdes really forces each person to look at herself spiritually. Everything is 

always rushing by so fast. We're overwhelmed by media and caught up in the dar-to·day. 

People don't force themselves to look at what's most important- the integrity of the 5Oul.~ 

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 

ell:perience make you 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 prayer. 

It had ended \\ith dozens of veterall5 in wheelchairs lining up in front, next to the Grotto of Our 

Lady ofLounies, for songs and prayers. So many souls yearning to be witnesses for hope, so 

many souls imbued \\ith the belief that the Virgin Mary was lighting their way. 

P. A young boy in the De" al Ad", monaste ry reaches up to touc h a pa,med ,mage at Ma ry. In the Kora n , 

~ Maryam (Mary) is the holiest woma n me nnoned. "So the Virgon Mary is not at al l strange to Muslims ,' 

s says Rote n "I n lact , whereve r the re ,s a connec~on be twee n Christ,ans a nd Mus lims- o r a ny two 

grou ps that know a nd love he r- there ,s a common va lue in th e cove na nt mother" 

Award-wonmng tournal,st Maureen Dnh, also a spec,al correspondem lor VllnlryFmr. has be en 

wandl:!nng ttm world and tellong unexpecled stones SInel:! hI:!' I'me as a Peace Corps IIOlunleer '" Ih" 

""'" 
Tune ,n Sunday, December 13, to Nat ional GeographiC Channel's Expfo,,,, sanes ep<sooe Th .. Cull of 

M.ry 




