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"The Blessed Virgin chose me because I was very poor and uneducated." 

These words of St Bernadette Soubirous reveal the unusual confidence of the miller’s daughter of Lourdes, that Heaven favours the lowly and the humble in its grand designs.


This weekend we celebrate the World Day of Prayer for the Sick. 11th February is the Feast of Our Lady of Lourdes. It marks the beginning of the apparitions, when the 14 year old Bernadette had gone with her younger sister Antoinette and a friend, to Massabielle, the massive rock by the River Gave, where they intended to gather firewood to sell.


“…I heard a noise like a gust of wind….I raised my eyes towards the grotto, and saw a lady dressed in white. She was wearing a white dress, a white veil, a blue girdle and a yellow rose on each foot.”


At first Bernadette thought she was the victim of a hallucination. She took out her Rosary but was unable to make the Sign of the Cross. Eventually she managed to recite the Rosary. The vision accompanied her on its beads but without moving its lips.


That night, Bernadette’s sister told her mother about the Lady, but Madame Soubirous forbade her daughter to return to the grotto.

After much pestering, Mother relented. On the evening of Sunday 14th Bernadette returned to Massabielle armed with holy water, to drive away the devil. The Lady smiled at her when sprinkled with the holy water.


The following Thursday, accompanied by responsible adults, she re-visited the grotto, equipped with pen and ink to record anything that the Lady might wish to communicate. The Lady replied that the pen and ink were not necessary. She asked Bernadette to keep returning for 15 days. 


The young girl prayed the whole Rosary. Then the apparition told her to go and drink at the fountain, to wash herself and to eat a wild herb growing there. Bernadette could not see a fountain, so she began walking towards the River Gave. The Lady called her back and pointed out the spot where she should wash and drink.


At the foot of the grotto, to the left, there were a few drops of water mixed with slime. Bernadette dug with her hands, and the little hole slowly filled with water, but so muddy that she threw it away three times. She was reluctant to drink any of it, but the Lady’s command was so forceful that eventually she took a sip of it, and ate the wild herb nearby.


The spring now discharges between 17 and 71 cubic meters of water per day, depending upon the period of high rainfall or drought.


The Vision then asked her to tell the priests that she wished a chapel to be built on the site. She should pray for sinners. “She also told me that she promised me happiness not in this world, but in the next.” The Church would see to it that this promise was fulfilled.


In her deposition before the Police Chief, the hostile Commissioner Jacomet, on 21st February, Bernadette referred to the Lady as Aquerò, literally “that one there,” in the local Basque dialect.


During the next fifteen days, the Lady appeared 13 times to Bernadette. It was only on 25th March in the sixteenth apparition that she finally declared her identity: “Que soy era Immaculada Councepciou.”


So far the Abbé Peyramale, parish priest of Lourdes from 1854 to 1872, had been very dubious about Bernadette’s claimed visions. He forbade his curates to visit the grotto, but took care to keep well informed about the goings-on.


Three times she visited him to pass on the Vision’s requests, but he did not believe her and was rather offhand. 


The words “I am the Immaculate Conception” changed all this. Bernadette had no idea what they meant, but the Abbé Peyramale knew. In December 1854 Pope Pius IX had declared the dogma of the Immaculate Conception. Bernadette, still preparing for her First Communion, could not have learnt this phrase by natural means.


Thereafter the Abbé became one of Bernadette’s soundest supporters and a pillar of paternal encouragement. He constantly wrote to her even when she had left Lourdes for the Convent in Nevers.


Peyramale had to deal too with a series of “copycat visionaries.” Girls entered the Massabielle cave to pray and saw misty phantoms and clouds of vapour. One Josephine Albario saw the Virgin in a white dress with a black helmet and veil, signifying the end of the world. She eventually left home and became a beggar and pedlar of fabrics.


Marie Courrech was a “visionary” of undoubted piety who claimed to have seen the Virgin. The Episcopal Commission took her claims seriously for a while. People asked for her prayers and intercession. Eventually she herself came to believe that her “visions” had been not a gift from God but a dangerous temptation  - to undermine the uniqueness of Bernadette’s experience.


In the eight years after the apparitions Lourdes changed considerably. The spirituality of the townsfolk was renewed. Large numbers attended weekday services. The crypt of the basilica was completed. The stream of pilgrims grew continually. 


The saint-in-the-making could be self-willed and sullen at times. The Abbé Peyramale, to prevent her becoming proud, took it upon himself to humiliate her in front of strangers: “The Holy Virgin has bestowed on her blessings she doesn’t deserve, and many of her friends would have been more worthy.”


Crowds besieged the family home. She hid from relic hunters. People begged her to touch their rosaries, but the clergy intervened and forbade her to do so, lest her touch be confused with a priestly blessing. 


She was found lodgings at the local hospice. The unsympathetic superior chided her for her inability to memorise the catechism, saying the white Lady ought to have done more to teach her.  


Bernadette objected to the superior telling her to promenade in front of the crowds in the hope that they would go away: “You’re showing me off like a fattened cow.”


She stubbornly refused to accept gifts from well-wishers. A wealthy foreign lady tried “with great persistence, to get her to take money. The child always refused with the feeling of offended dignity….it is one of the greatest phenomena to see this child of the people, poor to the point of not having enough to eat, refusing gifts with such dignity,” wrote the Abbé.


A visiting bishop tried to persuade her to swap her rosary for his gold and coral pair indulgenced by Pius IX himself. She declined, and hung on to her cheap pair worth no more than two sous.


A Jesuit tried to prove that the Lady was a devil, by tricking Bernadette into saying she had cloven feet. The lady had “very pretty bare feet”, she insisted.  


The Jesuit launched upon a long discourse concerning devil’s deformities. Bernadette commented to her companion: “He doesn’t want to believe, so let’s go!” 


A new superior at the hospice publicly rebuked her in front of visiting clergy: “Let me tell you what the Holy Virgin has still not done for Bernadette: that is to convert her fully. And despite all these freely given favours, she is still on the road to purgatory, poor girl, and you would be charitable if you would pray for her to become better.”


Her presence in Lourdes distracted some people from the Virgin and the Grotto. In 1866 aged 22 she entered the convent of Saint-Gildard in Nevers, taking the name Sister Marie-Bernard.


She was often ill, suffering from asthma and tuberculosis in the legs. She helped in the kitchen and worked in the infirmary. Her last years were extremely painful: "Certainly I would not have chosen this inactivity to which I have been reduced…. Prayer is my only weapon…"


To obey is to love. To suffer in silence for Christ is joy! To love sincerely is to give everything, even grief!” 


“No place, no thing, no person, no thought, no feelings, no honours, no suffering can turn me away from Jesus. He is for me honour, delight, heart and soul. He whom I love is fatherland. Heaven already! My treasure! My love! Jesus, and Jesus crucified, alone makes my happiness!”


Her sufferings in her final illness were atrocious. Her weakened chest was burning; the decaying knee bone caused an intense gnawing pain. “I am ground like a grain of wheat. I would never have imagined that I would have to suffer so much!”  She died on 16th April 1879, aged 35.


In 1909, 1919 and a third time in 1925 her coffin was opened, and the body discovered partially incorrupt. Despite a few patches of mildew and calcium salts, the skin was white and drawn, as if naturally mummified. The body had not putrified or decomposed. What struck the surgeon “was the state of perfect preservation of the skeleton, the fibrous tissues of the muscles (still supple and firm), of the ligaments and of the skin, and above all the totally unexpected state of the liver after 46 years.”

Bernadette’s solidarity with the sick and the suffering is seen not only through the healing miracles of Lourdes, but in her own pains and trials, crowned by this peculiar sign of resurrection: "I want my whole life to be inspired by love."
