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Introduction

Ask many people who know little about Lourdes and its story, and they may, nevertheless,
have heard of ‘the baths’ — les piscines. Stories of immersion in freezing Pyrenean water,
accounts of healings and the Victorian paraphernalia of sheets, towels and apron-wearing
helpers are all part of what is, for many pilgrims, a memorable and deeply moving feature of
their pilgrimage. The grotto of Massabielle supplies approximately 120,000 litres of water per
day, channelled through the bathrooms and taps and reaching destinations across the globe
(Kaufman, 2005). As a Hospitalier, a member of Hospitalité Notre Dame de Lourdes, | had the
privilege for many years to serve in the baths with co-helpers from around the world, and it
remains one of the richest blessings for those of us who have shared this special ministry. Yet
the baths are not the only encounter one has with water in Lourdes. Frequent Pyrenean rain
is a very real phenomenon, as evidenced by the healthy sales of anoraks and umbrellas; the
Gave River is a dominant presence, as is the sight of pilgrims walking to and from the
Sanctuary with bottles of water.

In this chapter we will examine the importance of water from theological, historical and
anthropological perspectives. Beginning with the littoral emergence of Lourdes through the
experience of Bernadette Soubirous, we will trace how this links to a broader cultural
understanding of water and healing within the Pyrenean region. The role of water within the
Catholic tradition, including baptism, the Eucharist and the importance of purification, will be
explained and finally we look at how modern-day pilgrims engage with this most elemental
substance as part of their Lourdes experience

Water at Lourdes: A Multi-Dimensional Framework

Lourdes
Sprifig
Water

Figure 1. Water at Lourdes: A Multi-Dimensional Framework. Water operates simultaneously
across historical, theological, cultural, and contemporary dimensions, each contributing to
the shrine's complex significance.
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The History of the Baths at Lourdes

Figure 2 presents a chronological overview of key developments from 1858 to 2024.

Historical Development of the Lourdes Baths: 1858-2024

Bernadette discovers
the spring
(Feb 1858)
Railwa
in L

Renovated baths

Hospitalité COVID Elosure
established MarcH 2020

Medical Bureau
stablished

Key Statistics:
* 165+ years of continuous spring flow (120,000 litres/day)
« 6 million annual pilgrims
* 70 officially recognised miraculous healings
* 24 individual bath facilities in renovated complex

Figure 2. Historical Development of the Lourdes Baths: 1858-2024. The timeline shows major
events, institutional developments, and infrastructure changes that shaped the bathing
facilities over 165 years.

The Discovery of the Spring (1858)

It was on 25 February 1858, during the ninth apparition at Lourdes (Uttley, 2025), recorded
by contemporaries and later the subject of examination that, 'Aquero’ (‘that thing’, in the
local Occitan dialect)—invited Bernadette to 'go and drink at the spring and wash yourself
there' (Laurentin, 1979:87). Finding no spring, Bernadette began to dig in the muddy dirt of
the grotto, eventually revealing a small trickle of water. Witnesses present during this event
initially saw her actions as evidence of mental iliness, drinking muddy water and smearing her
face with wet soil (Harris, 2013).

Nevertheless, within hours, what had begun as a trickle became a fully-fledged spring
producing clear water, a fact corroborated by numerous witnesses, including subsequent
geological surveys (Boissarie, 1898). The rapid emergence of the spring contributed to its

4
© Simon Uttley 2026



WWW KOIN-ED.ORG

miraculous provenance, distinguishing it from other springs whose emergence tends to take
place over an extended period. By the end of February 1858, local residents had begun
collecting the water, and the first healing was reported on 1 March 1858, when Catherine
Latapie bathed her paralysed hand in the spring water and announced that she had regained
its use (Laurentin, 1979).

Early Development (1858-1870)

The early years following the apparitions were marked by disorderly scenes at the grotto as a
growing number of pilgrims sought access to the spring water. Civil authorities, sceptical of
the supernatural claims and concerned about maintaining public order, installed barriers to
limit access to the site. The grotto was formally closed by decree in June 1858; however,
pilgrims continued to visit (Harris, 2013). The prohibition continued until October 1858, when
Emperor Napoleon Ill, following a significant intervention from his wife, who was supportive
of the Lourdes accounts, reopened the site.

Access to the water, whether for washing or collecting, was very ad hoc and disorganised
during this period (Kaufman, 2005). This presented both challenges and opportunities.
Challenges, to keep decorum and hygiene levels, and opportunities, as the town authorities
began to see the commercial and economic benefits of making the site more welcoming. The
first bathing facilities were wooden tubs where pilgrims could immerse themselves in water
drawn from the spring (Laurentin, 1979).

On 18 January 1862, the Bishop of Tarbes declared that 'the Immaculate Mary, Mother of
God, did really appear to Bernadette Soubirous' (Laurentin, 1979: 156). The timing was
serendipitous, coinciding with the relatively recent proclamation by Pope Pius IX of the dogma
of the Immaculate Conception (Pius IX, Pope, 1854), providing an explicit dogmatic alignment
between Lourdes and Church teaching (Harris, 2013).

Expansion (1870-1914)

The latter part of the nineteenth century saw significant expansion and development to serve
the increasing number of pilgrims to this now official place of pilgrimage and devotion. In
1880, the Hospitalité de Notre-Dame de Lourdes (HNDL) was established to manage pilgrim
care, including services at the baths, and continues this work to the present day (Kaufman,
2005).

The original wooden tubs were replaced by stone baths in the 1880s, now offering segregated
bathing for men and women (Harris, 2013). By 1891, the baths complex comprised twelve
individual bathing rooms on each side (male and female), each containing a bath
approximately 1.5 metres long and 0.6 metres deep, filled with unheated water from the
grotto spring (Boissarie, 1898).
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The bathing procedure became more formulaic during this period. Pilgrims would queue
outside the bath facilities, often for hours, before being assisted into a changing area by
Hospitalité volunteers. After undressing and putting on a simple linen shirt, pilgrims entered
the bathing area where they were immersed in the cold water for a few seconds whilst
prayers were recited. The relatively short length of time in the water reflected not only
practical necessities but also emphasised faith over duration (Kaufman, 2005). Following
bathing, pilgrims dressed without the use of a towel, a practice understood to maximise
contact with the sacred water.

The arrival of the railway in 1866 marked a major step change in the accessibility of Lourdes,
both in terms of speed and ease of travel, and in making it affordable to those who hitherto
could not have made the journey (Harris, 2013). This also led to the rise of national
pilgrimages, requiring yet further improvements in infrastructure and capacity.

Twentieth and twenty-first-century developments

In 1903, Pope Pius X established the Lourdes Medical Bureau to investigate reports of healings
following rigorous scientific protocols (Carrel, 1950). Whilst the Bureau focused on healing
claims rather than the organisation of the baths, this entirely professional and peer-reviewed
approach also led to a renewed focus on health and safety at the baths. Broader events would
also impact the working of the baths, not least the 1918 influenza pandemic raising questions
as to the practice of numerous pilgrims bathing in the same water (Kaufman, 2005). Some
would see religious connotations in the fact that there have been no documented reports of
cross-infection, while the more sceptical would attribute this to the temperature of the water
and the brevity of the bathing experience (Harris, 2013).

A major upgrade of the bathing facilities occurred between 2022 and 2024, when the
Sanctuary of Our Lady of Lourdes undertook a major renovation project including
improvements to plumbing and to safety protocols (Sanctuary of Our Lady of Lourdes, 2024).
The COVID-19 period also required changes to the operation of the baths, including the
pouring of water onto pilgrims outside the stone baths rather than their immersion. This
offers opportunities for families to experience the water together, irrespective of gender, and
also for those who remain apprehensive about the traditional immersion to experience the
water in a different way. Most recently, we see a blend of the old and the new forms of
bathing, offering choice and reassurance to all visitors who may retain some apprehension as
to what takes place ‘behind the curtain’.
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Healing springs in nineteenth-century rural France

The Pyrenean tradition of therapeutic waters

Water, along with its capacity for healing and the significance of sources within local Pyrenean
culture, was deeply ingrained long before the apparitions of 1858 (Blackbourn, 1993). The
geology of the region—characterised by limestone formations, subterranean aquifers, and
mineral-abundant thermal springs—provides numerous water sources that have been
venerated since at least Roman times, as evidenced by the nearby springs at Bagnéeres-de-
Bigorre and Cauterets (Gibson, 1989). Medieval Christian communities frequently repurposed
these ancient sacred water sites by associating them with saints or the Virgin Mary, thereby
establishing continuity between pagan and Christian practices while redirecting devotional
emphasis. By the nineteenth century, a sophisticated therapeutic culture had evolved around
the Pyrenean springs, integrating folk medicine, Catholic devotion, and emerging
hydrotherapy practices.

Rural populations in the Hautes-Pyrénées region maintained traditional beliefs in the healing
properties of water, with springs such as Saint Bertrand, Saint Savin, and local holy wells
attracting pilgrims seeking cures for specific maladies (Harris, 2013). These practices operated
outside of formal ecclesiastical control, representing local religious practices that were either
tolerated or, on occasion, condemned by the Church. Springs and sources were understood
as liminal spaces providing a meeting place for the natural and supernatural (Turner & Turner,
1978). This fact would not have been lost on the population of Lourdes in 1858 as they
reflected on the apparitions.

Hydrotherapy and medical discourse

Running parallel to the importance of water in local religiosity, the French bourgeois passion
for the physically healing properties of spring water was on the rise in the same period.
Hydrotherapy—the use of water for therapeutic purposes—led to the rise of spa towns,
combining an interest in health with the means to afford the spa experience (Mackaman,
1998). Doctors would recommend drinking specified quantities of mineral water, bathing at
specific temperatures for specified durations, and combining water treatments with rest and
diet. Although there has been a crossover of scientific and religious explanations for water's
healing effects (Carrel, 1950), interestingly, the encounter with Lourdes water is not the
source of the majority of healing accounts, refocusing away from the ‘magical’ water
hypothesis to the more theologically understood approach which places faith at the centre of
the healing accounts. Indeed, the water itself was subjected to repeated chemical analysis
from the 1860s onwards, with investigators finding it to be similar in composition to other
Pyrenean springs and containing no exceptional mineral content (Boissarie, 1898). For
believers, this comes as no surprise as they attribute healing not to ‘magic’ water but to faith,
the water's chemical normality became, paradoxically, part of its significance, distinguishing
supernatural from natural causation.
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Lourdes's distinctive position

While Lourdes was situated historically, culturally and geographically among established
traditions of sacred springs and therapeutic waters, various factors set it apart from other
Pyrenean sites of interest and facilitated its development into an internationally renowned
pilgrimage destination. Firstly, the compelling narrative of the spring's discovery—Bernadette
uncovering previously unknown water at the Virgin's instruction—offered a persuasive origin
story that distinguished Lourdes from ancient springs, whose origins had been lost to
prehistory (Laurentin, 1979). The spring's recent emergence implied direct divine intervention
rather than a previously discovered natural phenomenon.

Second, the spring's intimate connection with Marian apparitions claimed to have occurred
within living memory, and subsequently validated by episcopal investigation, provided
theological support not available to other settings. The apparitions located Lourdes within an
authoritative Catholic tradition, with the spring providing material evidence of supernatural
events (Harris, 2013). Water, albeit perfectly normal in composition, functioned as tangible
proof, a substance that pilgrims could see, touch, and consume as a connection to invisible
realities.

Third, Lourdes's timing proved significant. The apparitions occurred during a period of intense
Marian devotion stimulated by the 1854 Immaculate Conception dogma, political conflict
between church and state in France, and Catholic institutional responses to modernity
(Gibson, 1989). Lourdes provided a powerful restatement of Catholic identity in the modern
era; a place where both theologians and chemists had been welcomed and where the
relatively new technology of photography meant that the story would be disseminated across
the globe.

Finally, the development of transportation infrastructure and organisational capacity enabled
Lourdes to achieve scale impossible for other sites of local devotion. The railway would bring
millions of pilgrims, as would the airport some ninety years after the apparitions; the
Hospitalité provided organised care, and the Church promoted the shrine internationally
(Kaufman, 2005). Water that might have remained local devotion became a global
phenomenon through technological advancement. Regional tradition was transformed into
transnational pilgrimage through nineteenth-century modernity's infrastructure, just as social
media has carried the story to ever greater audiences in recent times.
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The Theological Significance of Water in Catholic Christianity

Biblical Foundations

Water holds a fundamental significance within biblical narratives and Christian theology,
offering essential conceptual resources for comprehending Lourdes. In Genesis, the Spirit of
God hovers over primordial waters prior to the commencement of creation, thereby
establishing water as an elemental substance from which ordered reality originates (Genesis
1:2). The Exodus narrative depicts water as both an agent of destruction—drowning
Pharaoh's army—and salvation—parting to facilitate Israel's escape—thereby illustrating
water's ambivalent power (Exodus 14:21-28). Additionally, the prophetic tradition employs
water imagery to symbolise divine cleansing and renewal: 'l will sprinkle clean water on you,
and you will be clean' (Ezekiel 36:25, New International Version).

In the New Testament, John's Gospel presents extended theological reflection on water,
particularly in the dialogue with the Samaritan woman, where Jesus offers 'living water' that
becomes 'a spring of water welling up to eternal life' (John 4:10-14). The healing of the
paralytic at the pool of Bethesda and the man born blind at Siloam pool link water to Jesus's
healing ministry (John 5:1-9; 9:1-11). Most significantly, water flows from Jesus's pierced side
on the cross, interpreted as prefiguring baptism and Eucharist (John 19:34).

This scriptural foundation established water as a rich symbol within Christian theology: a
source of life, an agent of cleansing, a medium of death and rebirth, and a sign of divine
presence. These meanings converge in baptism, Christianity's foundational sacramental use
of water, which the Apostle Paul describes as dying and rising with Christ (Romans 6:3-4).
Water thus signifies both material substance and spiritual reality, natural element and
supernatural grace.

Sacramental Theology

Catholic sacramental theology, developed through patristic reflection and scholastic
systematisation, articulates how material elements mediate spiritual grace. The sacramental
principle holds that God operates through physical creation rather than bypassing it, that
grace perfects nature rather than supplanting it (Aquinas, 1947). Water exemplifies this
principle particularly through baptism, where ordinary water becomes extraordinary through
sacramental consecration and liturgical context.

The Catholic understanding of sacramentals—blessed objects and practices distinct from but
related to the seven sacraments—provides a framework for comprehending holy water and,
by extension, Lourdes water. Sacramentals do not confer grace ex opere operato (by the act
itself) as sacraments do, but ex opere operantis (by the disposition of the user), disposing
recipients toward grace through faith and devotion (Catholic Church, 1994). Holy water,
blessed with exorcistic prayer and salt, serves multiple devotional purposes: blessing oneself
when entering church, blessing homes and objects, recalling baptismal promises.
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Lourdes water occupies an unusual position within this framework. Whilst not formally
blessed holy water in the liturgical sense, it derives sacred significance from its association
with Marian apparitions and the spring's miraculous discovery. The Church has never defined
Lourdes water's theological status precisely, allowing it to function flexibly as a devotional
object, healing medium, and material connection to the shrine (Kaufman, 2005). This
theological ambiguity permits diverse interpretations and uses whilst maintaining a
connection to the authoritative Catholic tradition.

Marian Theology and Healing

The association of water with Mary further enriches the theological discourse. Patristic
authors employed aquatic imagery when articulating Mary's role in salvation: she is referred
to as the 'fountain sealed' of the Song of Songs (4:12), and as the conduit through which living
water (Christ) is conveyed to humanity (Gambero, 1999). Medieval Marian devotion
expanded upon this imagery, identifying Mary as a spiritual reservoir from which grace flows
to the faithful. The spring at Lourdes embodies these metaphorical connections, offering
tangible water associated with Marian intercession.

Over the many years of serving in Lourdes, two of the most common questions | have been
asked by people unfamiliar with Lourdes are whether | have witnessed a miracle, and what
about sick people who come to Lourdes and are not healed. Catholic theology of healing
distinguishes physical cure from spiritual healing while affirming their potential connection.
The Church teaches that suffering can have redemptive value when united with Christ's
passion, that physical healing sometimes occurs through divine intervention, and that
spiritual wholeness transcends physical condition (Catholic Church, 1994), reflected in the
considerable physical suffering to which Bernadette was subject during her relatively short
life. Healings, when authenticated, are interpreted not as automatic rewards for faith but as
signs pointing to deeper spiritual realities. The Lourdes Medical Bureau's rigorous
investigation protocols reflect this theology: genuine cures must be scientifically inexplicable
yet spiritually significant (Carrel, 1950).

Water at Lourdes thus functions theologically as a material sign of spiritual truth, a physical
medium that may convey divine grace, and a tangible manifestation of Marian intercession.
It bridges visible and invisible realities, natural and supernatural orders, human suffering and
divine compassion. This theological richness, rooted in scripture and tradition yet focused on
specific nineteenth-century events, explains Lourdes's enduring significance within the
Catholic imagination.
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Modern Pilgrims and the Lourdes Baths

Contemporary Bathing Practices

Despite substantial changes in Catholic practice, medical understanding, and cultural
attitudes since the nineteenth century, the essential ritual of bathing in Lourdes water
remains remarkably continuous. Certainly up to the Covid period, contemporary pilgrims
engaged with practices established 150 years ago, creating embodied connection across
generations. For the increasing number of pilgrims once again able to experience the full
bathing experience, it preserves its basic structure: queueing, often for extended periods;
undressing and donning a simple garment (with greater modesty preserved in the women’s
baths); brief immersion in cold water; dressing without drying; and departing to make space
for the next pilgrim (Kaufman, 2005).

Twenty-first-century pilgrims bring expectations shaped by modern healthcare, consumer
culture, and pluralistic spirituality. Many pilgrims regard the baths as complementary rather
than as a substitute for medical treatment, seeking spiritual strength to endure iliness rather
than expecting a physical cure (Eade & Sallnow, 1991). Others come to give thanks for a
successful course of treatment. Many come to take the bath on behalf of others, such as
family members. Some pursue miraculous physical healing, adhering to the traditional
Catholic understanding of divine intervention in material matters. Others seek emotional or
spiritual healing, utilizing the baths as a focal point for prayer and contemplation. Many
perceive the baths as an act of faith and surrender, entrusting outcomes to divine providence
(Dahlberg, 1991). Still, others participate out of curiosity, illustrating how pilgrimage
accommodates multiple intentions within a shared practice.

Embodied Experience and Meaning-Making

At the most basic level, the cold water—typically around 12°C—provides a noticeable shock
that focuses attention and creates memorable bodily sensation (Harris, 2013). This
experience can be understood in various ways: as the mortification of the flesh, a test of faith,
participation in Christ's suffering, or simply as the necessary condition for authentic
engagement. The coldness precludes treating the baths as a mere symbolic gesture, though
the supreme place of dignity in the baths means that pilgrims can request that their encounter
with the water be less visceral, for example, if they have a prevailing medical condition that
would not lend itself to such an experience.

There exists a profound sense of equality and vulnerability during the preparation for bathing,
wherein Cardinals and homeless vagrants, aristocratic ladies and impoverished widows, are
often seated adjacent to each other in a state of commendable anonymity. Pilgrims engage
in partial disrobement, exposing their bodies to the assistance of strangers, thereby
relinquishing autonomy to volunteers who oversee the immersion process. For individuals
afflicted with illness or disability, this vulnerability is further accentuated as they rely on the
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physical support of others. Such embodied helplessness may be perceived either as
humiliation or liberation, degradation or relief from the obligation to maintain outward
appearances of capability (Kaufman, 2005). Consequently, this practice raises essential
guestions concerning human dignity, dependence, and the intricate relationship between the
body and the spirit.

The ritual's gendered dimensions warrant attention. Separate male and female facilities
maintain nineteenth-century propriety standards whilst creating different social dynamics.
Women's baths, staffed by female Hospitalité volunteers, often develop intimacy as women
assist other women with bodily care reminiscent of domestic and maternal practices. Men's
baths, whilst structurally similar, may be experienced differently given cultural norms about
male embodiment and assistance (Dahlberg, 1991).

Symbolic and Social Dimensions

Beyond individual experience, the Lourdes baths serve as a site for communal meaning-
making and social solidarity. The extensive queues present opportunities for dialogue and
connection among pilgrims from various backgrounds. By waiting together, sharing
anticipation and anxiety, and praying together, pilgrims form a temporary community unified
by a common purpose (Turner & Turner, 1978). This sense of communitas—spontaneous
fellowship that transcends ordinary social structures—constitutes a significant aspect of the
pilgrimage experience.

The presence of seriously ill pilgrims challenges comfortable religious assumptions and
confronts able-bodied visitors with human fragility. Lourdes does not segregate the sick but
places them centrally. They are our Very Important Persons. The baths become a space where
illness and health, suffering and hope, death and life coexist and interact (Harris, 2013). For
many pilgrims, witnessing others' struggles and faith proves more transformative than their
own bathing.

The symbolic significance of water intensifies these social dimensions. Shared immersion in
the same water—the same substance that has come into contact with numerous previous
pilgrims—establishes a tangible connection across different periods and locations. Pilgrims
perceive themselves as participating in a tradition that dates back to Bernadette's initial
contact with the spring, thereby joining a global community of millions who have previously
bathed in these waters. The circulation of water—from the grotto spring through various
baths and ultimately to distribution worldwide—forms a network connecting the shrine to
distant recipients of bottled Lourdes water (Kaufman, 2005).

Medical Perspectives and Healing Claims

The Lourdes Medical Bureau, established in 1883 and reorganised as the International
Medical Committee in 1947, investigates reported cures according to strict protocols (Carrel,

1950). Of millions of pilgrims who have bathed at Lourdes, only seventy healings have been
12
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officially recognised as 'miraculous' by the Church as at 2026 (Lourdes Medical Bureau,
2026)—approximately one per two years since the shrine's founding (Harris, 2013). This
extreme selectivity demonstrates the Church's cautious approach to supernatural claims.

The strict criteria for recognition—sudden healing, complete cure, permanence, absence of
natural explanation—mean most improvement experienced by pilgrims, whether
psychological, spiritual, or physical, does not qualify as 'miracle' in the technical sense (Carrel,
1950). Yet these unrecognised experiences constitute the majority of healing claims at
Lourdes. Pilgrims report peace, acceptance of suffering, renewed faith, strength to endure
illness—transformations real and significant though not involving physical cure. The
distinction between cure and healing becomes crucial: whilst few are cured, many find healing
understood as wholeness and spiritual integration.

Clearly, there remains a sceptical narrative as well as those who recognise Lourdes as unique.
Medical opinion on Lourdes remains divided. Some physicians see the authenticated cases as
challenging materialist assumptions and warranting serious investigation. Others attribute
reported improvements to misdiagnosis, natural remission, psychological factors, or
statistical probability—with millions bathing, some recoveries would occur by chance (Harris,
2013). In all of this, water remains an important element in the discourse, at once both a
natural substance subject to scientific analysis and a potential vehicle of supernatural
intervention.

Conclusion

Water flows through the story of Lourdes as readily as does the River Gave flowing through
the town itself. The spring discovered by Bernadette Soubirous in 1858 has flowed
consistently ever since, providing a tangible link to the founding narrative as well as providing
a multifaceted metaphor for healing, purification and rebirth. The history of the baths traces
the transformation from a muddy pool to a sophisticated bathing facility, from a local
phenomenon to a global pilgrimage site, from nineteenth-century Catholic devotion to
twenty-first-century religious practice.

Locating Lourdes within the regional culture of Pyrenean healing springs illuminates how the
shrine both participated in and transcended existing traditions. The cultural context of
therapeutic waters, spanning folk practices and medical hydrotherapy, provided an additional
framework for understanding and engaging with the Lourdes spring.

The theological analysis demonstrates how water's rich significance in Catholic Christianity—
biblical, sacramental, Marian—converges at Lourdes. Water functions as a material sign of
spiritual realities, connecting invisible grace to visible elements, divine compassion to human
suffering. The theological framework provides interpretive resources for understanding
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Lourdes water as more than a chemical compound: as a medium of encounter with
transcendence, a channel of Marian intercession, and a potential vehicle of healing grace.
Nevertheless, this theological depth does not eliminate water's material specificity—its
coldness, chemical composition, and geological origins—but rather incorporates materiality
into spiritual significance.

Contemporary engagement with the Lourdes baths reveals both continuity and change in
pilgrimage practices. The ritual structure persists whilst meanings proliferate, shaped by
modern healthcare, consumer culture, and diverse spiritual seeking. Pilgrims bring varied
intentions—cure, healing, devotion, curiosity—to shared practice that accommodates
multiple interpretations within common framework. The embodied experience of bathing,
with its physicality and vulnerability, creates space for profound encounters with suffering,
hope, community, and the divine. The recent renovation demonstrates ongoing negotiation
between tradition and contemporary expectations, preserving essential ritual elements
whilst enhancing accessibility and dignity.

Water at Lourdes thus operates across multiple registers simultaneously: geological fact,
historical phenomenon, theological symbol, therapeutic agent, commercial product, ritual
substance, and focus of encounter between human need and divine compassion. This
multivalence explains Lourdes's enduring significance and its capacity to engage pilgrims
across diverse contexts and centuries. The spring flows on, carrying meanings accumulated
through generations whilst remaining open to new interpretations and practices. As long as
water flows from the Massabielle grotto, Lourdes will continue inviting pilgrims to immerse
themselves—physically and spiritually—in its depths, seeking healing, meaning, and
encounter with the sacred.
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