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Background: The Catholic pilgrimage site of Lourdes, in South West France, is best
known for reports of miraculous cures of physical disease resulting from pilgrims’ visits.
Following our previous visits to Lourdes, the authors hypothesised that more common
positive outcomes for pilgrims might be improvements in health and wellbeing, facilitated
by transcendent (spiritual or noetic) experiences.
Aims: We wished to ascertain whether visitors to Lourdes who take part in religious
healing rituals would have transcendent experiences, and whether they described positive
changes in physical, mental or spiritual health.
Method: During a 10-day visit to Lourdes 5 researchers embedded themselves in the
culture of Lourdes, taking part in the rituals there, and working closely with three specific
pilgrimage groups. We collected data through interviews, pictures, and ethnographic
observation. Interviews were recorded and transcribed. The data was subjected to
thematic analysis.
Results: We obtained recorded interviews from 67 visitors, many of whom were sick and
who had come in the hope of a cure (ages 15-87, 72% female). Of these 26 described
some sort of transcendent, spiritual or noetic experience whilst there - most commonly
when alone in the grotto rather than during a religious ritual. These experiences were
often intense, resulting in feelings of immense joy, love, peace or a sense of connection
with something outside of the self. Some described lasting benefits. The other big theme
to emerge from the data was ‘positive change’: respondents describing a wide variety of
personal changes in their physical, mental or spiritual health, and in their identity,
facilitated by nourishing exchanges with others in Lourdes.
Conclusions: Visits to Lourdes can result in powerful personal ‘out-of-the-ordinary’
experiences, and changes in health status and identity. How and why this occurs requires
further research. We believe that these phenomena are the ‘true miracle of Lourdes’
rather than the rare cures of physical disease that have attracted most attention and
research there.
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