REFLECTION ON OUR LADY OF LOURDES
To mark the feast of Our Lady of Lourdes, Archbishop Conti of Glasgow reflects on the theme of this year’s pilgrimages. “Come to me all you who suffer …”
I have been an occasional pilgrim to Lourdes since junior seminary days and a regular visitor for the last 27 years when I have had the privilege of leading diocesan pilgrimages whether from Aberdeen or Glasgow.

Even when preoccupied with that responsibility – to preside at liturgies and animate in some sense pilgrim groups – I’m still happy to be a pilgrim among pilgrims, sitting or kneeling at the grotto, carrying a lit torch in the great evening processions, or participating in that lovely – though strenuous – Via Crucis.

This year’s pastoral theme for shrine is: “Come to Me all you who suffer …”

This is in fact a change from the originally proposed theme for 2005, which was: “The Sick and those who serve them”. This title was abandoned, because a pilgrimage is not divided into two groups: the sick on one side and those who look after them on the other. There is a sense in which all pilgrims find themselves in both categories. We are all part of the one community and we are all, to various degrees, at any one time in need of assistance or involved in the giving of it.  

This year’s theme, therefore takes a holistic approach.
The word “holistic” is in regular currency these days.  It means that in caring for people we have to look both at their physical and spiritual needs. It is not sufficient to look at one or other aspect in isolation.  We gain considerable encouragement for such an approach from Our Lord’s own example.

Jesus’ acts of healing were not simply miracles aimed at proving his divine nature nor to show that he was the prophet sent by God; they were not simply acts of compassion, though compassion motivated them. We notice how Jesus was addressing the whole person as when he said to the man who was paralysed and let down on a stretcher from the roof, “Your sins are forgiven …” Or when he said to another “Your faith has made you whole …”

In modern parlance we would say that they demonstrate the need for a holistic approach to care – one that encompasses every aspect of the person – physical, psychological, spiritual and emotional.
This approach finds a ready echo in Lourdes. It would be true to say that each pilgrimage is not only characterised by the hope of miracle cures, and indeed such cures do take place, some spectacular and others known only to the individuals themselves, but by multiple examples of healing of the whole person. 

The sick who return home, do so not necessarily healed of their ailments, but healed spiritually, healed holistically, having been able to accept their condition as part of the human condition, and coming to understand that Jesus himself shared that, and realising that all have to suffer in one way or another, and that we all have to face sickness, death and bereavement.  

But that is not all we have to face. We have to face the reality of life after death.  
This comes by vision. Vision which sees beyond the present to eternity, and beyond this present place to the place where all tears will be wiped away from our eyes, where indeed we are to see God face to face.

It is as if at Lourdes we are able to lift a veil and see the reality which lies behind the Church, to see through the sacramental signs to the sacramental reality of our encounter with God through the healing work of Our Lord Jesus Christ.
Many commence their pilgrimage and end it at the rock of Massabielle. It is essentially a cave. A cave is a dark place.

It could be symbolic of much of our lives.  A place where we want to seek refuge and yet there is a darkness there despite its protective quality.  

But there in the rock of Massabielle is a niche, and from it shone a light which continues to shine.

Right at the heart of our darkness there is a vision of hope, and we see the image of a woman shining like the sun, with the moon under her feet and the stars over her head - the Immaculate Mother of the Lord who, at the heart of suffering humanity, raises our eyes to see the glory that lies beyond our present experience,  beyond the dark veil…

