The Texts of the Convivium

THE APPARITIONS OF THE VIRGIN MARY: 

THE SUPERNATURAL AND THE PARANORMAL

The apparitions of the Virgin Mary have something of the prodigious and when there are good elements for judging them as authentic, we can consider them supernatural interventions in the strict sense of the term. 

Now, however, miracles themselves have their own laws. In other words, they have a paranormal aspect. The same can be said for Mariophanies.

If we can succeed, to the extent possible, in clarifying this paranormal nature in both miracles and apparitions in general, we will have a key for satisfactorily interpreting the Mariophanies as well, notwithstanding the problems and difficulties. 

These apparitions of celestial beings and souls which it is said come to us from paradise should also be considered in their aspect of paranormal facts, a possible object of study for a frontier parapsychology.

What is frontier parapsychology? It is psychic research open to considering survival and the other dimension.

As the object of study of frontier parapsychology, apparitions should be examined because they appear definable in the general framework of communications that we humans can receive from the otherworld.

I would like to clarify one point right away: trying to explore the nature of apparitions in terms of the parapsychological aspect does not in the least reduce apparitions to a mere paranormal phenomenon. I have no doubt that there is something more in them, much more. The parapsychological aspect is far from exhaustive. Considering it just helps us to understand how, and according to what constants, according to what laws, the transcendent manifestation can find expression in our human psychic world. With this, nothing is taken away, nothing is rejected, from the transcendent and supernatural origin of the apparition. 

Going further, one can begin by saying that a communication received from the otherworld cannot be likened to a phone call, or a letter from this world.

On an envelope we write the recipient’s address, and up in the left corner, the sender’s, set off in order to avoid confusion. Now, in mediumistic communications, the roles are not so sharply distinct. In this kind of communication, we always put in something of our own. The recipient of a paranormal message is always in some way also its co-author.

I’ll explain myself better with an example. Here on earth, if Peter speaks to Jane in person, or if he phones or writes her, the words are all entirely his, and he is the one who assumes all the responsibility for them, be it moral, or even penal or civil.

If, instead, he dies and passes over to the otherworld, and then begins communicating with her through a medium, Jane can very well say, in terms of her emotions and feelings, that “Peter told me this and that,” while in strictly scientific terms she would no longer be authorized to say so. To be rigorous, she should limit herself to saying, “Such and such words came.”

Here, the problem is ascertaining to what extent the words came from the entity Peter, and to what extent they can be attributed to Jane, and then to the medium whose help she had used, and finally, to the human environment where the communication took place.

We can define the original content of the message as its objectivity, while the human factors that cooperate in its current concrete formulation we can define subjective factors.

We can add that the subjective factors condition the message, and in a certain sense, also deform it. I think the following is a particularly valid and fitting example: the message is like water that, welling up pure from the spring, flows in the form of a river or a brook, and winds its way through a land; passing along, it carries away detritus that makes it more and more sullied.

In the communications of the Virgin there is without a doubt an element of subjectivity. She speaks in our language, or even dialect, expressing herself according to our concepts, or according to concepts we have acquired.

But there is also an element of objectivity. The Virgin expresses concepts that can be entirely foreign both to the mediums, and to the human environment where the manifestations happen. 

In such a context, what does objectivity mean? To what can it be referred? To absolute truth? To what the souls in paradise think, or what they see from their privileged observatory? Should it be referred to the thought of humans projected onto that particular soul (for example, on the Virgin Mary, or on Jesus)?

The communications of the Virgin could come, at the same time, from three different spheres: 

1) personally from Mary of Nazareth, the mother of Jesus, who survives in heaven;

2) from the cultural aura of the Virgin Mary, formed by the concentration of all the human thoughts directed to her;

3) from the particular receptivity of the seer or of the human group in the midst of which the manifestation occurs.

The first point (Mary in paradise as the first source of the phenomenon) can be defined as clearly objective, in the full sense.

The second point (Marian cultural aura) draws a great deal from human subjectivity, but then is assimilated with the objective inasmuch as it cooperates in the most active manner in the Mariophanies.

The third point refers to the element of greatest, clearest and sharpest subjectivity that there can be in such communications. That is, it refers to human subjects, which always change, and constitute the variable element.

The most constant, objective element will be composed, not by the surviving personality of Mary alone, but just as much by what is called her cultural aura, formed by all the thoughts that humans have concentrated on this figure.

Therefore, the Virgin Mary’s cultural aura is composed of all that is believed about her, from Marian dogmas to Mariology, and also pious legends, poetry, the most varied forms of art, and also all that can be connected to Mary on the emotional level.

I am convinced that Mary, the Virgin Mary who is in heaven, is present in all the apparitions, in person. But this does not at all mean that the Mariophanies are entirely independent from their corresponding cultural aura, nor that they are entirely uninfluenced by the receptivity of the subjects.

There is no such thing as a pure message from Our Lady, just as there are no pure messages from any communicating entity. Unlike earthly communications, in which the distinction between sender and recipient is clear and sharp, communications from the otherworld are also always to some degree the involuntary and unintentional work of the receiver.

At times the message can be sent on purpose, as the expression of an act of free will. Other times it can be that the message springs up by itself, and that the entity expresses it on an unconscious level.

It has happened in our experience of frontier parapsychology that we have, according to all appearances, conversed with a living person on this earth, who told us things that corresponded substantially with the truth in the subject’s same expressive style, but when we later questioned the person, we were told that this person had no idea what we were talking about. In other words, the person communicated with us without being in the least aware of it. And yet nothing could have excluded the fact that we had had a personal contact with him/her.

Returning to the Virgin Mary, I am convinced that we are always in real contact with her—in profound, personal contact—whether we are devoted to her, or whether we turn to her with an ardent prayer, or whether we are witnesses involved in one of her apparitions.

Now, it could be that Mary herself, as such, in her heavenly condition, benefits from a sort of omniscience and thus is perfectly aware of every contact she establishes with anyone. But it could also be that she enters into contact with a given person, or a certain group, without realizing it, only becoming aware of it at a later moment.

This tendentially automatic characteristic that the manifestations of the Virgin Mary can take on becomes more visible in the moments when the apparitions multiply, giving rise to true epidemics, as in the case of the Belgian epidemics in the 1930s, and the Italian one and the German one after the Second World War. In her spontaneous relating with the people of this earth, in her very act of appearing, the Virgin Mary expresses herself according to modalities that are somewhat fixed according to precise conditionings, staying in a furrow, or if you prefer, a track, of a certain paranormal phenomenology, which is what it is, having constants and laws that are not easy to evade. As I proceed, I will try to explain better what I mean.

Previously, I tried to define the objective aspect of the manifestation including the real personality of Mary surviving in paradise and, with it, what we can call the “Marian cultural aura.” Returning to consider this “objective aspect of Mariophanies” (let’s use this term) we can ascertain in it a spontaneous propensity (that becomes ever stronger, to the point becoming something innate) to prefer addressing herself to a certain type of human subject and to express herself in certain ways.

What are the most constant modalities of Mariophanies as such? Let us consider a few of them. 

The Mariophany elects as seers simple people, preferably children, young shepherds.

The apparition is expressed in the language or even the dialect of the place.

It takes the form of a richly dressed young woman, with a regal bearing, often wearing a crown. 

She asks for the conversion of hearts, prayers, and penitence. As time goes on, the request becomes more concentrated on praying the Rosary. Later, in a different and very particular context (Fatima, Portugal, in 1917), the exhortation is given to go to confession and receive communion on the first Saturday of the month, and this appeal as well is confirmed in ever clearer terms. Those who take to heart these exhortations will receive many graces in compensation.

At the site of the apparitions prodigious healings can happen, often connected with the unexpected welling up of a spring of water.

The apparition invites the seer or seers to ask priests or local authorities for a procession or series of processions and the construction of a church, or more often, a chapel.

She deplores the fact that Sundays and other feast days are not adequately sanctified, and that many continue to work.

She laments that men blaspheme and show no respect for her Son (a term she regularly uses for Him, “My Son,” not “Jesus” or another name.)

She states that she can no longer hold back the punishing justice of her Son. Referring, for example, to blasphemies and the failure to keep feast days holy, the Virgin says, “Both of these things so weigh the hand of my Son.” And she adds in other occasions, “I can no longer hold back my Son!” A boy seer related, “She told me that she couldn’t hold back the arm of her Son any longer.” Our Lady of La Salette (France, 1846) confided to two children, Mélanie and Maximin, “If I want my Son not to abandon you, I have to beg Him continually myself.” Thus, “you have to work to avoid the wrath of God that is looming over you.”

The apparition of the Virgin Mary warns men who persist in these behaviors that God, or Christ the judge, will punish them with temporal evils such as bad harvests, famines, epidemics, wars, and destruction.

Nevertheless, this same figure affirms that she can influence her Son’s decisions a great deal through her advice and prayer. The apparition of Pontmain (France, 1871) assured the brothers Eugène and Joseph Barbedette that her intercession is powerful, “My Son lets himself be moved.” The Marian manifestation of Saint-Palais (French Pyrenees, 1876) revealed to the maid, Estelle Faguette, “You know very well that you are my daughter; I am very merciful, and am Lady over my Son.” [I have authority over my Son, as a Lady over her subject.] The dominion she exerts over Jesus is loving, “His heart has so much love for mine, that He cannot reject my requests.”

A recurrent theme since the era of the proclamation of the dogma of the Immaculate Conception (1854) is that the Virgin Mary presents herself, first to Bernadette at Lourdes (1858), then elsewhere to other seers, with the words, “I am the Immaculate Conception,” or with strictly analogous expressions (such as “I am she who was conceived without stain” and similar affirmations).

Another theme that recurs from the Fatima apparitions onwards, is the request that the Pope consecrate Russia to the Immaculate Heart of Mary in order to obtain the nation’s conversion. 

In addition, from the events of Fatima, onwards, the prodigy called the “dance of the sun” has occurred. For about ten minutes, (with two pauses, in which the phenomenon was briefly suspended) those present looked at the sun without any eye damage or discomfort. They saw it not as a sphere, but as a flat and shiny disk, pearly-colored with very sharp edges, alive, active, and mobile.

In Fatima, the sun suddenly seemed to become blood red and fall toward the earth, threatening to crush the planet with its igneous mass; the seventy thousand people present experienced moments of terror.

In subsequent apparitions along the lines of those of Fatima, the dance of the sun continued to be perceived, along with other variations of optic phenomena.

It should be noted that from 1944 (Mariophanies of Bonate, in Lombardy, Italy) to 1961, (Mariophanies of Garabandal, Spain) almost a third of the Marian apparitions included the dance of the sun, and that today this phenomenon recurs in almost all the manifestations of the kind.

In Syracuse, Italy, in 1953, the “miracle of Our Lady of the tears” occurred in the home of a young couple, when a plaster bas-relief representing the Virgin of the Immaculate Heart, to all appearances, shed tears for four days. Indeed, during that last half-century, many images of Our Lady were observed to shed tears, even, in some cases, tears of blood.

What psychological and parapsychological explanation can be offered for the repetition of these phenomena, always in the same form and with the same affirmations and revelations? Two possible interpretations can help us.

The first is that these constants are of a more subjective origin: that is, they come from the thought of the seers, who from period to period can develop new contents, new urgencies.

Here, one can object that the seers are too simple and unprepared for the manner and content of the Mariophanies to come essentially from them. 

The second possible interpretation appears much more probable. One could put it in these terms: these constants come more from the objective aspects of the Mariophany, that is, from the personality of Mary surviving in paradise, and above all, from the Marian cultural aura. 

One can hypothesize that in paradise, the personality of Mary grows and evolves in God. It is far easier to ascertain an evolution of the Marian culture and the corresponding aura. 

In the ways of expression of the Mariophanies one can note an evident repetitiveness. One can ask what factors determine and regulate this. Here we find confirmed the possibility, and, I would like to add, the need, for a comparison with what happens somewhat in all psychic phenomena. 

Every psychic manifestation opens up a trail, such that the successive psychic manifestations of the same type have a sort of furrow or track that facilitates reiteration. This is like the trail a wagon leaves on a dirt road, which becomes ever more comfortable as other wagons with the same gauge wheels follow it. It is like a principle of economy that the psyche employs in the most spontaneous way.

In this lies the repetitiveness of the Marian manifestations, but also the newness that every so often can arise, inaugurating a new cycle that is original, and yet also repetitive of its own new manner. 
The emergence of a new mother-manifestation with the consequent repetitiveness of daughter-manifestations that have adopted the new model, can perhaps be compared to what happens in nature with the evolution of living species. Unexpectedly, there are individuals of a new, unusual species, opening to a series of beings that repeat the same innovative characteristics but in the most uniform and monotonous way.

The new daughter-manifestations often refer explicitly to the mother-manifestation.

Joachim Bouflet and Philippe Boutry wrote a broad and detailed history of Mariophanies entitled A Sign from Heaven—The Apparitions of the Virgin (French original edited by Grassette & Fasquelle, Paris, 1997), truly valuable for the documentation it offers and the synthesis it expresses. At this point, having used the material they gathered, I would like to highlight several evaluations they provide on the various modalities of the phenomenon.

Bouflet and Boutry note that not all events proposed as apparitions of the Virgin seem equally convincing and guaranteed.

They quote the best specialist on Fatima, the Jesuit Father Edouard Dhanis, concluding with these words, “The pilgrimage to Fatima presents itself with serious guarantees, as something born of a merciful intervention by the sweet Mother of God; it contributes greatly to spread the devotion to the Immaculate Heart of Mary, to which it seems bound forever; the Vicar of Our Lord Jesus Christ encourages it; it seems to us that it would be proof of a great arrogance if one were to look with suspicion at a grace of the kind.”

From the theological point of view—at least from the point of view of the official theology that is, even so, always susceptible to revision—Fatima appears to be the example par excellence of an authentic and believable Mariophany. On the other hand, we also find many claimed Mariophanies that are questionable either because of the difficulties they entail, or because of their reactionary or even sectarian character, to the point of rebelling against the authority of the Church; that is, they are questionable because of the errors or absurdities with which they appear to be filled. These so to speak negative Mariophanies are numerous, and at times even proliferous. Thus, there is the problem of discerning the surely authentic apparitions from those that present elements of ambiguity.

Among the difficulties of certain Mariophanies (or presumed as such), there is the fact that the attraction of the places where the Virgin appeared can provoke the emptying of parishes, with all their traditional ecclesiastical organization, and the formation of new aggregations.

In addition, there can be an over-subjective and reductive interpretation of the mystery of salvation, cast adrift from the magisterium of the Church. 

Monsignor Alfredo Ottaviani, of the Holy Office (the future Cardinal), notes a recrudescence of popular passion for the marvelous, in religion as well. Too many people crowd the locations of claimed miracles and apparitions, deserting the churches, the sacraments, and catechesis. People who are ignorant of even the first words of the Creed set themselves up as apostles. An instinctive religiosity breaks out that has no trace of the light of reason. The least intervention of ecclesiastical authority to slow things down a bit can set off disobedience and rebellion.

There is also a multiplication of Mariophanies, or claimed ones, in which the Virgin herself seems to denounce a clergy that no longer conforms to a traditionalist ideal, targeting in particular the so-to-speak modern or up to date priest.

Writing on the apparitions of Kérizinen (Britany, 1938), through which Our Lady supposedly manifested herself repeatedly to the shepherdess Jeanne-Louise, Bishop Francis Barbu of Quimper and Léon stated, “Since these ‘messages’ are presented as direct revelations from the Sacred Heart or from the Holy Virgin, faithfully transcribed by she who received them, we are obliged to judge them with the greatest doctrinal and pastoral rigor possible…

“These messages center all hope for salvation on Kérizinen and its sanctuary… because it is only with the establishment of the cult in that place that salvation can be granted to the world…

“These claimed messages develop a suspect eschatology…; they limit the attainment of salvation to devotional practices which are at best optional; they heat up a theology based on imagination and emotion and an individualistic and disincarnate spirituality… With this they distract Christians from attention to the true problems of the world and from commitment in everyday life; they are thus an obstacle to the recommendations of the Council…

“The representation of God as a merciless judge and terrifying avenger… and of a teary and sentimental Christ… obfuscates the authentic revelation of the God and Father of Jesus Christ Our Lord, who we know through the Gospel and the entire New Testament…

“The hyper-estimation of the mission and role of the Virgin that at times usurps the place of the Son to promote new revelation… compromises ‘the whole of the evangelical message’…

“If this were only the summary of the spiritual experience of a pious Christian girl from Léon, devoted to the Virgin, one could tolerate certain approximations in her language, but if we are dealing with supposedly direct revelations from the Sacred Heart or the Virgin, they cannot be accepted, because of the errors and ambiguities that reach the point of “falsifying doctrine” and “obscuring the figure and mission of Mary”.

If I may be permitted a few critical observations, I would like to note first of all that the ecclesiastical authority does all it can to discern Marian apparitions that can be confirmed as authentic, from those that do not demonstrate that they are such, under close examination. 

At this point, I wonder whether the less guaranteed apparitions are therefore false. If this is the case, I wonder further, what is their origin? 

Theologians traditionally distinguish between divine origin (the supernatural, the miraculous), demonic origin, and simply human origin (psychology, maybe psychopathology).

Setting aside the second hypothesis, not to trouble the devil any more than necessary, we have the first and the third: divine origin or human? real apparition of the Virgin Mary, or mere hallucination (individual or collective), simple wide-awake dream (maybe shared with other subjects, since psychology has also recorded the reality of shared dreams)?

The mentality of a theologian formed in Scholasticism would seem more inclined to demand that a rigid either/or choice be made. If Aristotle’s principle of non-contradiction is valid, no reality can contemporaneously be something else: A cannot be Non-A. So, in this case, the divine is not the human. Thus, if certain claimed Marian apparitions are definable as hallucinations, it follows according to this logic that any divine origin must be excluded.

I do not feel that this rigid, geometrical logic can be applied entirely to such a subtle and fluid reality. Both the spiritual and the paranormal appear much more understandable in terms of participation, in the sense that every reality participates in all the others, and you can never say that this does not happen in a total, absolute sense. For this reason, I feel these phenomena must be approached in an esprit de finesse rather than an esprit de géométrie. 

In the domain of both the spiritual and the paranormal, every reality communicates to others, always, at least to a somewhat relative extent, even if small, even if minimal.

Therefore, returning to the Mariophanies, I am convinced that Our Lady participates in any case with her devotees, who, because of their devotion, are already in contact with her. 

It seems appropriate to compare Our Lady to a sun that shines on us while the day lasts, even when in the depth of winter the sky is covered with clouds. The rays reach us very weakly, almost unrecognizably, and yet they are always the sun in person, so to speak. Thus, the devotees of the Virgin are already in contact with her, and yet she does not manifest herself to them in a full and appropriate way. 

At this point, we can ask ourselves, “Isn’t Our Lady powerful enough to reveal herself fully, dissolving all those clouds, all those obstacles between her and us humans?” 

I would answer that it’s not necessarily so. The manifestations of the Virgin, whatever may be their supernatural origin, also have a paranormal aspect, regulated by those conditionings that are studied by parapsychology.

Here, then, another question comes up. Every time she does not succeed in revealing herself to us appropriately, every time she does not manage to avoid the risk of an ambiguous and counterproductive apparition, couldn’t it be that the Virgin herself inhibits the apparition, and that she voids it?

I would respond that the Virgin’s appearance is a phenomenon that takes place in the most absolute spontaneity, every time that a channel is opened, every time that a receptive possibility takes form. 

Returning to the simile, Our Lady is like a sun that shines out of an energy surplus, the rays of which spread everywhere that a road is open to them. But, just as the light of the sun is darkened by clouds in our atmosphere, so the light of the Marian manifestations can remain darkened by the clouds of our human prejudices, our presumptuous ignorance, our passions, and our numerous mental distortions.

In the face of possibilities of communicating that suddenly open, even if not entirely guaranteed, even if not entirely free of ambiguity, it can happen that many times the Marian manifestations break out with the drive and the impetus almost of a force of nature.

And, as mentioned previously, it might even be that the Virgin Mary, in paradise, does not even realize at the moment what is really happening on the paranormal level. It is probable that she becomes fully aware only later, and only then realizes all the insufficiencies that she herself could not have avoided, because of the absolutely spontaneous character of her so many, and not entirely controllable, manifestations. 

Indeed, frontier parapsychology puts us in front of a great many communications that get lost on the way, notwithstanding the best intentions of the communicating entities.

By analogy, we should conclude that something similar takes place in Marian apparitions, unless the Virgin Mary, up there in heaven, has a kind of omniscience and omnipotence that enables her to always express herself with the maximum clarity and without any ambiguity, neutralizing all the jumbles that can be created in the labyrinths of our individual and collective human psychicness and of its own paranormal manifestations.

However, it does not seem that Our Lady intervenes effectively in this sense, to judge by the infinite ambiguity that marks her apparent manifestations, the discernment of which seems exceedingly onerous.

Mary, in paradise, is authentically herself in everything, but in her earthly apparitions, she seems to be partly the prisoner of her cultural aura. This means that the earthly manifestation of Mary does not always seem to correspond to her conscious will.

It could be that Mary’s consciousness has evolved greatly, but that at the same time, she cannot express this very great maturity of hers in apparitions of the same level. Why should there be such a limitation? Perhaps it is attributable to the low level, the decidedly inadequate maturity of the Marian cultural aura that appears far too conditioned by the related culture dominating our human, earthly environment.

Clearly reductive, then, the message of the apparitions in speaking of temporal punishments that will come from Jesus’ wrath, a wrath provoked by the sins of men and now, after so many offenses, no longer containable.

Trite, antiquated, no longer sustainable, the Virgin’s threats against men who, far from repenting from their sins, persevere in them, unperturbed. Thus understood, bad harvests, famines, epidemics, wars, and destruction would all be punishments sent to us by God. Death, and with it all the various forms of living death to which we fall prey, would not at all be pure and simple automatic consequences of our sin that violates natural laws and balances, and degrades our very humanity: they would instead be the punishment inflicted on us by Christ the judge. 

So we find ourselves with a background of a decidedly archaic mentality. I would define this way of thinking and feeling, as marking the Old, rather than the New Covenant (if it is true that the God of the Gospels makes it rain on the good and the bad alike, and will render justice to the former and the latter only at the end of time, and in essentially spiritual, eschatological terms).

A mature theology tends to conceive of “reward” and “divine punishment” in terms of the good and evil that, acting positively or negatively, we can do first of all to ourselves, before others, elevating or degrading ourselves.

God, absolute truth, illuminates us constantly in the best way, but we are the ones who receive and make our own the divine illuminations, according to our capacity to receive them, thus very imperfectly. This is why, perceived by the prophets of a people with a still decidedly archaic mentality, God appears as a kind of great barbarian king, who makes laws and administers His justice in a similarly brusque way, without going too much for the fine points, shedding a great deal of blood, including that of the innocent.

The temporal punishments that the Virgin Mary seems to announce can be easily found in a mentality of the kind. I like to imagine, and I find it fairly convincing, that up there in heaven where Mary is, the view of these things is very different. However, the fact of the matter is that here on earth the manifestation of the Virgin, even when authentic in origin, passes through the Marian cultural aura that is so conditioned by the human. 

And how is this aura formed? Certainly by an inspiration that comes from on high, filtering, however, through a mentality of men that are what they are; men who, notwithstanding the intensity and often the delicacy of their religious sentiment, on the whole are still clearly in an archaic evolutionary stage.

Here is the explanation not only of the contents of the Mariophanies, but also of the most authoritative religious texts themselves, the biblical texts, where a divine inspiration that seems to me undoubtable is expressed in a human language that is much too humanly passionate, much too often run through by feeling of hate and revenge, far too often enmeshed in cruel images. 

Woe to those who take all this literally! The documents of any religious tradition must always be the object of a spiritual reading, so that readers are neither scandalized nor blocked by these myths, nor let themselves be netted, but know how to look through them in order to try to grasp the deep truths they can express.

It seems to me that this is the spirit in which the manifestations attributed to the Virgin Mary should be approached, with a grateful heart for this further means Heaven offers us to become better through a strong religious re-awakening. The essential thing is that in any case, with whatever aspect, one proceeds in an evolutionary direction, rather than counter-evolutionary. May such a “better” find its first meaning in an ever improved and ever more adequate gaining of awareness.
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