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Prayer Opens the Doo

In our last issue of Serenity we introduced Our Lady of Pontmain,
who appeared to the children of a small village in Brittany,
France on January 17, 1871. We reflected on the historical
context of Our Lady’s apparition, as well as its impact on
world history. As October’s article recounted, Mary appeared
to the inhabitants of this tiny village at a critical moment in
the Franco-Prussian War to buoy their confidence in God’s
protection and to urge them to pray … and the war ended just
eleven days later.
With this article we will reflect in greater depth on the
spiritual message of Our Lady of Pontmain, especially in light of
the current COVID-19 pandemic. Our reflections will be based
on Our Lady’s words to the children of Pontmain, “But pray, my
children. God will answer you very soon. My Son lets himself be
touched.”
Pontmain is little known in the United States and only
scant information about the apparition seems to be available
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The spiritual message
of Our Lady of Pontmain

in English. Therefore, we will rely heavily on French-language
sources, especially a recent book entitled Prier 15 Jours avec Notre
Dame de Pontmain (15 Days in Prayer with Our Lady of Pontmain),
which was written by Rev. Bernard Dullier, O.M.I., rector of
the Shrine in Pontmain. We will also weave into our reflections
several texts from the recent catecheses of Pope Francis.
Beginning in May 2020 our Holy Father has been giving a series
of weekly general audience talks on prayer in which he reflects on
themes closely related to the message of Pontmain.

A village dedicated to Mary
Pontmain was a village of just 500 inhabitants. We might
wonder why Our Lady chose to intervene in such a big way in
such an obscure place. Why not Paris, Metz or Strasbourg, major
cities that had all fallen under Prussian control?
The answer to this question is surely found in the story
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of this tiny village and the zeal of its holy pastor. Rev. Michel
Guérin arrived in Pontmain as a 35 year-old priest on November
24, 1836. He devoted the rest of his life to the people of the
village, until his untimely death on May 29, 1872. Upon his
arrival in the village Father Guérin encountered abject poverty
and social disorder. The village had not had a priest for many
years and the parish church had fallen into miserable disrepair.
Children were not instructed in the faith and the dead no longer
received a Catholic burial. There was no school of any sort, no
commerce and no safety net for the sick and poor.
Father Guérin had been formed according to the French
school of spirituality, one of whose mottos is “To Jesus through
Mary.” Guérin added to this motto, “Nothing without Mary, all
through Mary.” He began his pastoral activity in the village by
emphasizing the importance of the rosary, which, he taught
could be recited at home, in church, while at work, or coming and
going from the fields. After several years of effort in this regard
he observed with joy, “The practice of reciting the rosary has
been re-established in each family.”
But he did not stop with the rosary! Father Guérin wanted
Mary to be “at home” in each family, so he purchased a statue of
Our Lady for every household in the parish and personally held a
ceremony of enthronement with each family, placing every home
under the protection of Our Blessed Mother. As soon as he had
stabilized the parish finances he purchased two beautiful statues
of Our Lady for the parish church — one for the interior and the
other for the bell tower. “The Holy Virgin is in your homes,” he
told his parishioners, “but she is also atop our church because
she is the mistress of the parish. We must all pray to her with
confidence and perseverance.”
In Father Dullier’s book we read that under Mary’s
protection Fr. Guérin fully restored the old parish church,
sparing no expense to furnish it with beautiful embellishments
and sacred objects because he believed that even the poor had a
right to beauty. He restored the stations of the cross, which had
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been destroyed
during the
Revolution, and
had the church
ceiling painted
dark blue with
gold stars. He
surrounded the
inside statue of
Our Lady with
four candles —
Rev. Michel Guérin
two at the level
of her shoulders and two at the level of her knees.
These details would prove significant on January 17, 1871.
Our Lady appeared to the children against a starry night sky,
with candles at the height of her shoulders and knees. These
parallels likely helped the children to recognize the beautiful
woman they saw as none other than the Mother of God!
After he had restored the parish church, Fr. Guérin procured
funding to build a village school, and welcomed two women
religious to teach there. He brought in a third religious who
was a nurse to care for the sick and elderly of the parish and
established a charity office to meet the needs of the poor. He
went so far as to solicit the support of Queen Marie-Amélie and
Empress Eugénie when the local prefect refused him financial
support. In these efforts he proved himself ahead of his time.
Father Guérin was indefatigable in every aspect of parish life.
In addition to the initiatives already mentioned, he instituted
a regular spiritual life in the parish, with catechesis for the
children, processions, Eucharistic adoration and frequent
Communion. Guérin believed that the Blessed Virgin would
never fail to help him and that Jesus, her Son, would never
refuse his Mother. “It is enough to pray to her with confidence
and perseverance,” he would often repeat to his parishioners.
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On the verge of despair
We now jump ahead to January 1871: France was failing
miserably in its war against the unified German forces. Thirtyeight young men from the village had been drafted into the army
and there had been no news of them for weeks; everyone feared
they had either died or been taken prisoner. The Prussian forces
had advanced to within fifty kilometers of Pontmain.
The villagers of Pontmain gathered in church with their
pastor Sunday afternoon, January 15, 1871. In Dullier’s book
we read, “It was a population crushed by despair and no longer
able to lift their heads who gathered in the little parish church
early that afternoon, as they did every Sunday, beneath the blue,
star-studded ceiling, at the feet of the large statue of the Blessed
Virgin, to pray Vespers … To pray! They had done nothing but
pray since the beginning of the war!”
The bishops of France had asked for fasts and sacrifices and
the archbishop of Paris had requested that everyone pray that
France, “the eldest daughter of the Church,” triumph over the
“barbarian invaders.” Father Guérin himself had requested that
his parishioners sing a well-known hymn to Our Lady of Hope at
the end of each church service. But as they braced themselves for
a Prussian invasion believed to be imminent, the villagers were
increasingly afraid; they began to believe that Our Lady was deaf
to their supplications.
At the conclusion of Vespers that Sunday, when the moment
came to intone the hymn to Our Lady of Hope, a heavy silence
hung over the congregation. Father Guérin repeated that it
was time for the hymn, and suddenly several men voiced what
everyone was, no doubt, thinking: “We pray in vain, Father, God
is not listening to us!” Finally, a few pious souls began to sing,
although many of those in attendance remained silent.
Father Guérin had spent years patiently teaching his
parishioners to pray to their heavenly Mother with confidence
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The Barbedette family barn.

and perseverance. But on this Sunday in January his people were
overwhelmed with fear. They seemed to have lost all faith in
God’s goodness. Father Guérin’s heart was broken.

It makes sense to cry out
But had those brave souls who voiced their doubts that
afternoon really abandoned their faith? After all, they didn’t
have to be there — they had chosen to join their fellow
parishioners for Sunday afternoon devotions in spite of how
they felt. In his recent teaching on the prayer of the psalms, Pope
Francis noted that the prayerful know that they are precious in
God’s eyes and so “it makes sense to cry out.” This is what Jesus
did from the Cross when he cried, “My God, my God, why have
you forsaken me?” (cf. Mt27:47).
“In the Psalms … suffering is transformed into a question,”
Pope Francis taught in his recent catechesis. “From suffering to
questioning. And among the many questions, there is one that
remains suspended, like an incessant cry that runs throughout
the entire book from beginning to end. A question that we repeat
many times: ‘Until when, Lord? Until when?’ Every suffering
calls for liberation, every tear calls for consolation, every wound
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awaits healing,
every slander
a sentence of
absolution. ‘Until
when, Lord, will
I have to suffer
this? Listen to me,
Lord!’ How many
times we have
prayed like this,
with ‘Until when?’,
enough now,
Lord!”
Surely many
of us have felt this
way during these
long months of
pandemic. “The
Psalms teach us
not to get used to
pain, and remind
us that life is not
saved unless it
is healed,” Pope
Francis taught. “The existence of each human being is but a
breath, his or her story is fleeting, but the prayerful know that
they are precious in the eyes of God, and so it makes sense to cry
out. And this is important. When we pray, we do so because we
know we are precious in God’s eyes.”
“Before God we are not strangers, or numbers. We are faces
and hearts, known one by one, by name. The believer … knows
that even if all human doors were barred, God’s door is open.
Even if the whole world had issued a verdict of condemnation,
there is salvation in God.”
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Our Lady’s “But”
For thirty-five years Father Guérin had labored to care for
his flock and instill in them a lively faith in God and his Blessed
Mother. An historian noted that the priest’s efforts “were blessed
with a people deeply Christian.” The villagers of Pontmain,
themselves farmers, were like the good soil in Jesus’ parable of
the sower. The seeds of faith and piety sown in their souls by
their holy pastor had yielded a good harvest, even if their trust in
God’s Providence seemed to be flagging in January of 1871.
We can assume that the Barbedette family was typical of Fr.
Guérin’s parishioners. For Eugene and Joseph Bardedette, two
of the young seers, January 17, 1871 had been a day like any
other. They were awakened by their father at 6:00 a.m., offered
their day to God and prepared feed for the horses in the barn
where they slept before joining their parents in the house to
pray the rosary for their older brother, a soldier in the war. They
then went to the church to serve daily Mass. As they waited for
Fr. Guérin to arrive, the two boys made the Way of the Cross,
which they offered for an end to the war. After Mass they joined
in public prayers for the soldiers and then went to school. Back
home in the evening, they were helping their father to prepare
feed for the horses when their lives were forever changed.
Perhaps Our Lady chose this tiny, obscure village for
her visitation precisely because Fr. Guérin had prepared the
souls of its inhabitants so well to receive and transmit her
message of prayer and hope. In any case, the first word of her
silent communication that evening revealed that despite the
parishioners’ sense of being forsaken, she had, in fact, heard
their cry of desperation several days earlier. For Our Lady began
with the word “but” — and this word appeared in the sky on its
own for a good ten minutes before the rest of the phrase was
revealed — as a response to Sunday’s cry of despair. She had
been listening to their prayers all along!
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In last summer’s catechesis Pope Francis affirmed that God
always hears our prayers: “The Lord listens: sometimes in prayer
it is enough to know this. Problems are not always solved. Those
who pray are not deluded: they know that many questions of life
down here remain unresolved, with no way out; suffering will
accompany us and, after one battle, others will await us. But if
we are listened to, everything becomes more bearable.”
“If we maintain our relationship with Him, life does not
spare us suffering, but it opens up to a great horizon of goodness
and sets out towards its fulfillment,” he concluded. “Take
courage, persevere in prayer. Jesus is always by our side.”
Nor does Mary forget us. Fr. Guérin had repeated this
conviction to his parishioners for over thirty years. Now in their
moment of dire need, the youngest members of the parish were
firsthand witnesses to the truth of this conviction. Mary had not
forgotten the people of Pontmain and now she was smiling down
on them; the children reported that she even laughed and moved
her fingers as if keeping time with their singing.

The necessity of constant prayer
As the next words appeared, “BUT PRAY, MY CHILDREN”,
Father Guérin and the Sisters led the growing crowd in
litanies, the rosary and the singing of the Magnificat and other
traditional hymns. Someone arrived in the village with the
terrifying news that the Prussians had reached Laval and were
heading toward Pontmain. “They could be at the entrance of the
village,” a voice called out, “and we would not be afraid.”
Soon a second sentence appeared in the sky: “GOD WILL
ANSWER YOU VERY SOON.” While some people in the crowd
began to exclaim that Our Lady must be signaling the end of
the war, Eugene Barbedette, at the age of twelve the oldest of
the seers, demonstrated greater insight. “Only if we continue
praying,” he replied, enjoining his companions to settle down
and unite themselves to the prayers and hymns being offered.
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Virgin Mary,
Mother of the Church and our Mother,
in this time of trial, we come to take shelter
under your mantle of mercy.
In Pontmain, you rekindled hope in discouraged hearts.
Come strengthen our failing faith today.
Establish our families in trust and in peace.
Repel the invisible enemy that assails us
and which threatens the health
of so many of our brothers and sisters.
We entrust to you the various actors of civilian life,
who put all their energy into caring for the sick
and preventing the spread of the virus.
Open our hearts and our hands
to the needs of the poorest,
and pray for us to Jesus, your Son and our Brother:
May he lead us from the Cross
to the joy of the Resurrection. Amen
– Bishop Thierry Scherrer, bishop of Laval, France

Finally, the third phrase of Our Lady’s message appeared
in the sky: “MY SON LETS HIMSELF BE TOUCHED.” As the
villagers fervently sang the very hymn to which they had
struggled to give voice just two evenings before, Mary held out a
blood-red crucifix. The candles at her shoulders and knees were
lit by a star and eventually two white crosses appeared above her
shoulders. As Fr. Guérin suggested that the crowd recite Vespers,
an enormous white veil appeared and slowly rose in front of Our
Lady, eventually covering her entirely. The apparition had lasted
about three hours, but the night was still young.
Unbeknownst to the villagers of Pontmain as they stood
in awe before Our Lady, the people of the nearby village of
St. Brieuc —where a shrine to Our Lady of Hope had been
established in 1848 and where the hymn so faithfully sung in
Pontmain had been composed — dropped to their knees in
prayer as a vow was made begging Our Lady to restore peace to
France. This took place from 8:00 – 9:00 p.m.
Something extraordinary was going on that night in Paris as
well. At the Church of Our Lady of Victories, in the chapel of Our
Lady of the Immaculate Heart, a priest announced that at that
very hour — it was 8:00 p.m. — Our Lady was saving France. A
solemn novena was begun to obtain through Mary the cessation
of the war and the deliverance of Paris.
Meanwhile, in Nevers St. Bernadette and her community
gathered in their motherhouse chapel to beg Our Lady to halt
the Prussian invasion.
But that is not all — during the evening of January 17th the
Prussian forces inexplicably abandoned their westward advance.
The Prussian troops in sight of Laval stopped at 5:30 p.m., about
the time when Our Lady first appeared above Pontmain. The
next morning the General in charge reported, “We cannot go
farther. Yonder, in the direction of Brittany, there is an invisible
‘Madonna’ barring the way.”
The sudden retreat of the Prussian forces from Laval meant
that Brittany would be spared. The war was practically at an end.
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News of the armistice reaches Brittany, January 1871.

On January 28, 1871 — just eleven days after Our Lady visited
Pontmain — the long-hoped for armistice was signed. All thirtyeight young men who had been drafted into the army returned
home to Pontmain unharmed.
The events of January 1871 are an undeniable witness
to the power of prayer. “Prayer must be tenacious,” our Holy
Father emphasized in his summertime catechesis. “Like the
character in the parable who, having to welcome a guest who
arrived unexpectedly in the middle of the night, goes to knock
on the door of a friend and asks him for some bread. The friend
responds, ‘No!’, because he is already in bed — but he insists
and insists until he forces his friend to get up and give him
some bread (cf. Lk 11:5-8)…. Those who knock with faith and
perseverance on the door of his heart will not be disappointed.
God always responds. Always. Our Father knows well what we
need; insistence is necessary not to inform him or to convince
him, but rather it is necessary to nurture the desire and
expectation in us.”
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“The teaching of the Gospel is clear,” Pope Francis
emphasized. “We need to pray always, even when everything
seems in vain, when God appears to be deaf and mute and it
seems we are wasting time. Even if heaven is overshadowed,
the Christian does not stop praying … There are moments of
darkness in our life, and in those moments, faith seems to be
an illusion. But the practice of prayer means accepting this
struggle too … We have to continue with this struggle in the
tough moments, the moments in which we feel nothing. Many
saints experienced the night of faith and God’s silence — when
we knock and God does not respond — and these saints were
persevering.”
No doubt the lives and hearts of each of Fr. Guérin’s
parishioners were transformed that evening. The holy pastor
later wrote, “Since the apparition prayer has intensified,
conversions which previously seemed impossible have been
realized, and peace of heart has returned. It seems like we can’t
find enough strength to sufficiently sing the praises of Mary. It
is impossible to count the number of pilgrims who come from
all over and who leave with new hope, their hearts touched.
Confidence in our good Mother is growing all the time.”
The Barbedette brothers eventually became priests. One of
the girls who had seen Mary that night worked as Fr. Eugene
Barbedette’s housekeeper, and another became a nun. Rev.
Michel Guérin’s case for beatification has been introduced in
Rome.

God is there in the night of our lives
Toward the end of his life Fr. Eugene Barbedette reflected
on the privilege he and his brother had received in seeing Our
Lady on January 17, 1871. “I believe that this grace was a sort of
reward for my brother and me, for the education we had received
from our parents, for our good habits and above all for our life,
which consisted of hard work and prayer.”
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Like fertile soil carefully plowed in preparation for the
sowing of seeds, Eugene Barbedette and the other children
of Pontmain had been well prepared to welcome the Word of
God and the message of our Blessed Mother. “We all have an
appointment with God in the night, in the night of our life, in
the many nights of our life: dark moments, moments of sin,
moments of disorientation.… He will surprise us at the moment
we do not expect him, when we find ourselves truly alone,” Pope
Francis taught this past summer. These words could well describe
the night of January 17, 1871.
Our Holy Father’s words might also describe the dark night
through which we have been passing during this pandemic. “That
same night, struggling against the unknown, we will realize that
we are only poor men and women — ‘poor things,’ I dare say
— but right then, in that
moment in which we feel we
are ‘poor things,’ we need
not fear: because God will
give us a new name, which
contains the meaning of our
entire life; he will change
our heart and will offer us
the blessing reserved to
those who have allowed
themselves to be changed
by him. This is a beautiful
invitation to allow ourselves
to be changed by God.”
On several occasions
our Holy Father has
wondered aloud whether
we will come out of this
pandemic better than we
went into it. No doubt he
would say, with Fr. Michel
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Pope Francis on Palm Sunday, 2020.

Guérin, that confident and persevering prayer are essential to
any change we may hope to see in a post-pandemic world. “If
life’s events, with all their bitterness, sometimes risk choking
the gift of prayer that is within us, it is enough to contemplate
a starry sky, a sunset, a flower ... in order to rekindle a spark of
thanksgiving,” our Holy Father recently wrote.
“Prayer is the first strength of hope,” he taught this past
summer. “You pray and hope grows, it moves forward. I would
say that prayer opens the door to hope. There is hope but I open
the door with my prayer. Because people of prayer safeguard
basic truths; they are the ones who repeat, first and foremost to
themselves and then to all the others, that this life, despite all
its toils and trials, despite its difficult days, is full of a grace that
is awe inspiring. And as such it must always be defended and
protected.”
As we celebrate the 150th anniversary of the apparition
of Our Lady of Pontmain on January 17, 2021, may we use
this occasion to renew our own commitment to confident and
persevering prayer, entrusting ourselves and our world to Our
Lady of Hope.
“I invite everyone to renewed hope,” our Holy Father wrote in
his most recent encyclical; “for hope ‘speaks to us of something
deeply rooted in every human heart, independently of our
circumstances and historical conditioning. Hope speaks to us of a
thirst, an aspiration, a longing for a life of fulfillment, a desire to
achieve great things, things that fill our heart and lift our spirit
to lofty realities like truth, goodness and beauty, justice and
love… Hope is bold; it can look beyond personal convenience, the
petty securities and compensations which limit our horizon, and
it can open us up to grand ideals that make life more beautiful
and worthwhile.’ Let us continue, then, to advance along the
paths of hope” (Fratelli Tutti, n. 55). e
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