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As a scholar of the Bible, Judaism and
Christianity, I know the importance of
pilgrimages. But rituals have often been
adapted in the face of difficult circum-
stances.

The pilgrimage of Lourdes

In 1858, 14-year old Bernadette Soubi-
rous, the oldest of nine children born to a
local miller and laundrywoman in south-
western France, claimed to have had a
series of visitations of an apparition of a
woman in a cave in Lourdes.

Four years later, in 1862, local Catholic
authorities confirmed that the visions
were of the Virgin Mary. The confirma-
tion process was based on both inter-
views with Soubirous as well as through
the investigation of events at the grotto
that were deemed miraculous.

Ever since, the site has been a pivotal
place for pilgrimage rites, particularly on
July 16, commemorating the last visita-
tion of Mary to Soubirous.

Some of these rites involve immersion
in, or drinking from, waters in Lourdes,
which are believed to hold healing pow-
ers. In 1879, a woman from the United
States named Mary Hayes, who suffered
from severe headaches, wrote a letter to
Father Alexis Granger about the healing
powers of the water.

Granger was originally from France
but at that time was the pastor of the
Church of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart
at the University of Notre Dame. He had
given Hayes some of the water from
Lourdes to help with her ailments. Hayes
reported that the healing waters of
Lourdes had a restorative effect, stating
that “I have more faith in” the waters
“than in all the doctors of the world.”

As rumors of healing miracles at the
pools of the grotto in Lourdes became
more numerous in the 19th century, the
pilgrimages every July to commemorate
the appearance of Mary to Soubirous be-
came much more important in Catholic
religious practice.

A place for God’s dwelling

During a pilgrimage, people visit a
place, often where a significant religious
event occurred. According to the Bible,
locations where God appeared to hu-

mans could become special sites where
regular pilgrimages could happen.

For example, the book of Deuterono-
my, part of the Bible called the Torah and
traditionally believed to have been writ-
ten by Moses, commands ancient Israel-
ites to come three times in a year to the
place where God “causes his name to
dwell,” thought to be Jerusalem.

The significance of this pilgrimage
clearly played an important role in an-
cient Israelite religion. Archaeological
excavations have revealed ancient
routes attesting to journeys of pilgrims to
Jerusalem. Parts of the book of the
Psalms in the Bible may also have been
ancient songs, called “psalms of ascent,”
that pilgrims sung on their routes.

While most translations of the book of
Deuteronomy indicate that pilgrims “ap-
pear before the Lord,” evidence exists
that the original text suggests that pil-
grims would actually see God.

Deuteronomy makes it clear that such
visitations to the holy site will bring tan-
gible benefits in agricultural produce.

Spiritual experience

Despite the mandate in the Bible for
pilgrimage, such journeys had limited
value in the earliest centuries of Chris-
tianity. For many Christians during this
time, physical places like Jerusalem

were more valuable as spiritual concepts
than actual destinations for pilgrims.

Karen Armstrong, author of many
books on religion and history, observes
that Origen, a third century A.D. Chris-
tian scholar, visited Jerusalem and its
environs in order to understand where
certain events in the Bible occurred.

Such a visit, however, was not a pil-
grimage, and, according to Armstrong,
Origen “certainly did not expect to get a
spiritual experience by visiting a mere
geographical location, however august
its associations.”

The importance of pilgrimage
changed and occupied a more central
place in Christianity beginning in the
fourth century A.D. when the Roman
emperor Constantine converted to
Christianity.

His mother Helena visited Jerusalem
and Israel, following the footsteps of the
life, trial and death of Jesus.

It was a general belief in the ancient
world that anywhere God or a divine em-
issary made themselves visible to hu-
mans could become a holy space. Ma-
terials from such divine visitation could
become holy relics around which stories
of miracles and shrines, objects of pil-
grimage destinations, could be con-
structed.

Martin of Tours, a prominent figure in
Christian monasticism in the sixth cen-

tury A.D., saw a destitute man and, re-
membering Jesus’ words in the Gospel of
Matthew that caring for the poor is like
caring for God, Martin gave the poor man
his cloak.

The destitute man revealed himself to
be Jesus himself, and portions of that
“little cloak,” or capella in Latin, were
housed in small churches. The origins of
the word “chapel” was derived from ca-
pella – spaces that, at least in some
cases, would become destinations for
pilgrimages.

Quarantine and disruptions

While pilgrimage has a long history,
such practice can adapt to changing cir-
cumstances.

The Bible, in the Old Testament book
of Leviticus chapters 13 and 14, requires
that individuals showing evidence of ex-
posure to a highly infectious skin disease
be separated from the larger community.

This passage provides the platform
for the belief that quarantine is neces-
sary during the outbreak of an infectious
disease. As such, for many priests and
pastors these chapters allow a biblical
warrant for innovation.

Indeed, for many years, the healing
waters of Lourdes have been packaged
and distributed worldwide for those who
can’t go on the pilgrimage.

The pilgrimage undoubtedly remains
an important journey for many Chris-
tians, even when taken online. It attests
to transformations of the ritual in the
face of difficult circumstances. In fact,
social media estimated that participa-
tion was five times greater than normal
viewership in a pilgrimage.

The coronavirus pandemic has
caused unprecedented disruptions to
many religious activities. But the adap-
tations to the pilgrimage to Lourdes in
2020 show that adaptation and innova-
tion can play a key role in observing ritu-
als.
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Priests attend a televised mass in the sacred grotto in Lourdes, southwestern
France. One of the Catholic Church’s holiest sites, Lourdes held its first ever
online pilgrimage on July 16. BOB EDME/AP

WANT THE EXPERIENCE?

Online Lourdes Virtual
Pilgrimage Experience
Saturday, August 15

Start Time: 11 a.m. ET

lourdesvolunteers.org/
online-lourdes-virtual-pilgrimage-
experience-2/

sus is not easy. If fact, it is impossible
without help from God. So he writes
how we must be united in Christ, have
the mind of Christ, and live as Christ if
we are to have a chance to be an inti-
mate follower of Christ, reflecting Christ
into our relationships with others.

“Therefore, if there is any encourage-
ment in Christ, any comfort in love, any
sharing in the Spirit, any sympathy,
complete my joy by thinking the same
way, having the same love, being united,
and agreeing with each other. Don’t do
anything for selfish purposes, but with

humility think of others as better than
yourselves. Instead of each person
watching out for their own good, watch
out for what is better for others.” (Philip-
pians 2:1-4 CEB)

We can make a list from this passage
to show how the “help” that Paul is talk-
ing about moves from theory to practice.
The list may look like this:

Make Jesus’ joy complete by receiv-
ing his love

Make Jesus’ joy complete by being of
one mind with others-the mind of Christ

Do nothing from selfish ambition
Do nothing out of selfish conceit
In humility regard others as better

than yourselves
Look not to your own interests
Look to the interests of others (Ad-

ams, p.91)
I may add that the answer to Cain’s

question back in Genesis, “Am I my
brother’s keeper?,” the answer is right
here, “Yes, Cain. We are our sisters and
our brothers keeper.”

"In Philippians 2:1-4 we are reminded
why the Christian life is a high calling
and why all who follow it will need help
given by the Spirit of Jesus Christ. The
help given by Christ goes beyond the ef-
forts of our willpower, it is love—
agape—an attitude defined by Jesus’ re-
sponse to the call to the cross. Agape
(God’s kind of love) is the wellspring of
the Christian faith that nourishes those
who put their trust in God through his
grace in Jesus.” (Adams, p. 92)

This is why the writer of Hebrews can

describe Jesus as our high priest who
goes with us to the throne of grace and
who can be experienced as nourishing,
foundational love upon which we can
grow and produce fruit.

I believe that if we put our roots down
in the soil of God’s agape love, living the
two great commandments that Jesus
gave us, the life of the believer described
in verses 1-4 is made possible. We can
then claim God’s love as the foundation
of our journey of faith as we live united
with each other in the spirit and mind of
Christ.

This column is the opinion of the Rev.
Tim McConnell, assistant pastor of
Long's Chapel United Methodist Church
in Lake Junaluska. Reach him at 828-
456-3993 or pastortimmc.blogspot.com. 
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Not long ago I saw a photo of a road
repair truck that got stuck in a huge pot-
hole. I find those kinds of ironies amus-
ing. Sometimes it’s not so amusing, like
the shot of a firetruck burning during a
wildfire.

I admit to a daypack-full of burning
questions. Many of them can be traced
back to their smoldering, incendiary
source: theology.

My seminary was literally a “castle
on a hill” in a paradise location near San
Francisco. I took many courses across
The Bay at sister seminaries in Berkeley,
from professors who were Jesuit, Jew-
ish, Buddhist, Baptist and other faiths.
It was a rich experience in a very rich en-
vironment—a wealth of knowledge sit-
uated in a wealth of real estate.

One great value of that eclectic edu-
cational experience was to expose me to
a host of perspectives on the “divine.”
Comparing and contrasting viewpoints
was fascinating and I have no doubt that
exposure led me straight into interfaith
work. I came to value divergent views,
welcoming a diversity of opinions par-
ticularly on matters of belief. Conformi-

ty and uniformity are never life-giving.
Living behind defensive walls, where
everyone is “of one mind,” feels much
too confining and stifling.

Part of valuing a variety of theolog-
ical views is the wealth of questions that
arise. We look out our windows from our
“faith homes” or our “castles of creeds”
and see a world that intrigues us. When
some of those windows become mir-
rors, we can begin the exploration of our
own deepest questions about “higher
things.”

On an early spring day, Carol and I
drove up to Black Balsam on the Blue
Ridge Parkway. We started up one trail
but there were too many people. We
turned around to find another path. It
was a little more challenging but we
loved the climb up to a vantage point
where we could see a long distance in all
directions. It felt almost heavenly to be
away from the crowds. We treasure
these quiet moments with Nature.

What if we could treat theology this
way? A vantage point—actually a col-
lection of vantage points from a collage
of hills and peaks. If we see “God talk”
this way, with people crowding their
way to the peaks and summits, we
might ask ourselves if we’re actually
missing something—maybe a beautiful
scene we pass by, an educational expe-
rience or perhaps even missing “the di-
vine.”

Pretty much every one of the foun-
ders of world religions went alone into
the wilderness. Why are we so afraid?
Out of solitude came a teaching, a mes-
sage, some “good news” for the crowds
and communities. Has this been lost?
Have “selfies” taken the place of self-
discovery?

Much of what we see and hear in the
world of religion seems too narrow and
narrow-minded. Most of us are exposed
to one belief, one faith community, one
holy book and one God. It’s refreshing to
hear a person of faith admit they were
never offered any real choice to the faith
they have, or their church, or their image
of God. They may even lament their lim-
ited experience with varieties of believ-
ing. It’s good to hear when someone
honestly admits the slippery stones of
their theology can be obstacles in the
trail, tripping a true practice of freeth-
ought and free action.

The ancient Chinese Tao Te Ching
teaches, “If I had just a little bit of wis-
dom, I should walk the Great Path and
fear only straying from it. Though the
Way [Tao] is quite broad, People love
shortcuts.” (53)

Theology is a shortcut, short-hand
for “I don’t know, but I need to call it
something to make sense of my path, to
find meaning in the world, life, nature,
everything.”

In our need to name the unnameable,

we take narrow paths someone else has
mapped out for us—we wander from
The Path. And what is The Path? You tell
me. Better yet, let’s discuss that, hiking
to more vantage points where no one
has an advantage. Let’s ignite our in-
telligence and keep moving, exploring
because The Way is living and moving
too.

Near the turnoff to the trail that
spring afternoon, we pulled off the road
in amazement. A whole wall of water
was frozen in a crystal cascade over the
rocks along the Parkway. Crossing over
to stand closer to the frozen artwork, I
could hear the dripping and watch as
icicles broke off, falling to the roadway.
Beauty was frozen there before our eyes,
yet it was anything but solid and still. It
was in the process of moving, melting,
transforming.

Is this what theology is? Is this what
“God” means? Is there some thawing to
do?

If we just had a little bit of wisdom. 
Chris Highland served as a Protes-

tant minister and interfaith chaplain
for many years. He is a teacher, writer,
freethinker and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife Carol, a Presbyterian
minister, live in Asheville. Learn more at
chighland.com. Chris’ new book, “Bro-
ken Bridges: Building Community in a
World Divided by Beliefs,” is now avail-
able on Amazon.

Thawing our frozen theological views
Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist


