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Pope Benedict XVI's prayer to Mary Protectress of Africa

“ Holy Mary, Mother of God, Protectress of Africa, You have given to the world the true Light, Jesus Christ. Through your obedience to the Father and the grace of the Holy Spirit You have given us the source of our reconciliation and our justice, Jesus Christ, our peace and our joy. Mother of Tenderness and Wisdom, Show us Jesus, your Son and the Son of God Guide our path of conversion So that Jesus might shine his glory on us In every aspect of our personal, familial and social lives.

Mother, full of Mercy and Justice, Through your docility to the Spirit, the Counselor, Obtain for us the grace to be witnesses of the Risen Lord, So that we will increasingly become The salt of the earth and the light of the world.

Mother of Perpetual Help We entrust to your maternal intercession the preparation and fruits of the Second Special Assembly for Africa.

Queen of Peace, pray for us! Our Lady of Africa, pray for us!

Benedict XVI 

(Instrumentum laboris for the Second Special Assembly of the Synod of Bishops for Africa) 

Magisterium on the Blessed Virgin Mary and Marian shrines

Mary of Nazareth unites the three principal events in the life of the Son of God: his incarnation, his testimony of life and his resurrection. Mary is the only person present at all three of these events. According to the renowned Mariologist Stefano de Fiores “the Blessed Virgin Mary "draws us to her" because she presents herself as a mother, her holiness and purity which clothe her almost in paradox and mystery: "daughter of your son ", she is described by Dante. Moreover her beauty and fullness is unique in history. This is why she attracts and fascinates even non believers”.

Pope Benedict XVI, commenting the Feast of the Assumption of Mary, illustrated clearly the beautiful traits of the person of Our Lady. “In heaven we have a mother who is the Mother of God, the Mother of the Son of God, and our Mother. Jesus told us this. He made her our Mother when he said to his disciple and to all of us: “Behold your Mother!” We have a Mother in heaven. Heaven is open, heaven has a heart.” The dynamic of our faith, founded on the mystery of Christ, is nourished by the mystery of Mary, a precious and essential gift of our Christian life. Because Mary wishes God to be great in the world, to be great in her life and to be present among us, the Pope continues, she is not afraid that God may be a rival in our life, who may take away some of our freedom, our vital space with his greatness. She knows that God is great but we too are great. Our life is not oppressed, instead it is made higher and greater: then it becomes great in the splendour of God.” 

The temptation to sense that God is a rival who prevents our realisation, has been present since the beginning of time, it is found in the Book of Genesis. The fact that our first parents thought this way is the nucleus of original sin. They feared that if God were too great he would take something away from their life. They imagined that if they put God to one side they would make more room for themselves.  This has also been the great temptation of modern times, in the last three or four centuries. People thought and said: “This God takes away our freedom, with his commandments he restricts our life space. God must disappear, we want to be independent. Without God we ourselves will be gods, and we can do as we please. People used to believe and think that putting God to one said and being autonomous, following only one's own ideas and will, a person would be truly free, doing whatever he or she wants with no one to give orders. However when God disappears man does not become greater;  indeed he loses his divine dignity, he loses the splendour of God on his face. In the end he appears to be the product of blind evolution and, as such, is used and abused.  This has been confirmed by the experience of our epoch.” 

Maria therefore is the ‘main’ path towards understanding the beauty of the faith and the traits which define the path of man in his quest for happiness and fullness of life. Mary helps us understand this profound truth. As the Holy Father says: “we must not avoid God, we must make God present; allow Him to be important in our life; so we too will become divine;  then we will share divine splendour and dignity. Let us apply this to our life. It is important for God to be great in public and in private life. If God enters our time, time becomes richer, better. Mary lives the word of God, she is filled with the word of God. To be immersed in the word of God, to be totally familiar with the word of God gives her the inner light of wisdom. A person who thinks with God, thinks well, a person who speaks with God, speaks well. Such a person has valid criteria for the things of this world. Such a person becomes wise, sensible and at the same time good, strong and courageous. With God's strength we resist evil and we promote good in the world. This is true  Mary speaks to us, she calls us to know the word of God, to love the word of God, to live the word of God, to think the word of God. Precisely because Mary is in God she is close, very close, to each of us.”

Mary welcomes Christ and shows us the way: so if we welcome Her we welcome the Son and the Marian way is the way to encounter God. True and authentic Marian devotion is Christology, that is, it brings us closer to Jesus, it unites us with Jesus. Saint Louis de Montfort, the apostle of consecration to Mary, used to say “true devotion, the devotion of tradition, the devotion of the Church... tends essentially to union with Jesus under the guidance of Mary” John Paul II whose motto Totus Tuus, referred to the Mother of God, in his encyclical Redemptoris Mater n.48, wrote:   “consecration to Christ through the hands of Mary, is an effective means of living faithfully our baptismal commitments.”

In every epoch the people of God has marked and ‘singled out’ significant places for the faith as points of reference for man's relationship with God and to commemorate the saving act of the Redeemer (canons 1230-34)  Can. 1230:  By the term shrine is understood a church or other sacred place to which numerous members of the faithful make pilgrimages for a special reason of piety, with the approval of the local ordinary. Can. 1231: For a shrine to be called a national shrine, the conference of bishops must give its approval; for it to be called an international shrine, the approval of the Holy See is required. Can. 1232 §1. The local ordinary is competent to approve the statutes of a diocesan shrine; the conference of bishops for the statutes of a national shrine; the Holy See alone for the statutes of an international shrine. §2. The statutes are to determine especially the purpose, the authority of the rector, and the ownership and administration of goods. Can. 1233 Certain privileges can be granted to shrines whenever local circumstances, the large number of pilgrims, and especially the good of the faithful seem to suggest it. Can. 1234 §1. At shrines the means of salvation are to be supplied more abundantly to the faithful by the diligent proclamation of the word of God, the suitable promotion of liturgical life especially through the celebration of the Eucharist and of penance, and the cultivation of approved forms of popular piety. §2. Votive offerings of popular art and piety are to be kept on display in the shrines or nearby places and guarded securely”.

Pope John Paul II said, “a Shrine is the home of Mary, the home of the faithful, where the Lord is continually welcomed by the Blessed Virgin and offered to the world. Pilgrims visit the Shrine with trust, seeking “in the faith of Mary, support for their own faith ” (Redemptoris Mater, 27). On entering her home, like the Three Wise Men, they find “the Child with Mary his mother” (Mt 2, 11) and bowing low they adore him. This experience of God does not end at the Shrine, it should bring about a change, it should open a path of new witness in everyday life.” Places of Marian piety should always be “temples of God where the faithful have a special experience of the supernatural, where they receive sound and formative catechesis, fully inserted in the gospel message and illuminated with the continuing magisterium of the Church; where, lastly, through the sacrament of Penance, spiritual direction and Eucharist Communion they may draw from the copious sources of divine grace and comfort, and be ready to face the difficulties of life and bear witness with courage to the Christian faith in their own social environment.”

One cannot think of a Shrine without associating it with the special and fruitful experience of pilgrimage. Sacred Scripture speaks of the value and significance of pilgrimage: pilgrimage to a shrine is seen as a qualifying mark of spiritual life (cf. Deut 16, 16), a joyful community experience (cf. Psalm 84, 12) in which Jesus took part with his parents (cf. Lc 2, 41-42); it lead us to the Lord, to seek his face and experience the joy of his house, promise-figure of the eschatological temple when we will see Him as He is in everlasting happiness. It will be a day which has no end in the house of the Lord, worth more than a thousands days spent elsewhere (cf. psalm 84, 11). The experience of the temple - with its history, memory, grace, splendour - fill the pilgrim with wonder, with joy in the faith, a desire to tread new paths and, like the shepherds and the apostles, to share with everyone what they have seen and heard (Acts 4, 20).

At Shrines one often finds a happy combination of the sublimity of the Catholic liturgy and the simplicity of popular piety. As John Paul II said “the Sacred Liturgy, which the Constitution Sacrosanctum Concilium qualifies as summit of ecclesial life, can never be reduced to solely a reality of beauty, nor can it be considered a means with a merely pedagogical or ecumenical finality. The celebration of the sacred mysteries is primarily an act to praise the sovereign majesty of God, Three in One, and it is an expression desired by God”. Whereas popular religiosity, “constitutes an expression of the faith which avails of cultural elements of a certain environment, interpreting and involving the sensitivity of the participants in a vivacious and effective manner. This religiosity, which expresses itself in different and diffused forms, when genuine, has as its source the faith and should therefore be appreciated and encouraged. This religiosity in its most authentic manifestations, is never counterposed to the centrality of the Sacred Liturgy, but, instead, fostering the faith of the people by whom it is consider a natural religious expression, it prepares them for the celebration of the sacred mysteries.” These two expressions of the faith nourish one another reciprocally when kept within the correct criteria, especially considering that “popular piety has its natural culmination in liturgical celebration, towards which, although it does not usually tend, it should ideally orient itself, and this should be explained with appropriate catechesis.”

To the faithful, - the Directory on Popular Piety and the Liturgy, Principles and Guidelines (n. 263) affirms - shrines represent: a memorial to a unique extraordinary event which has given rise to persistent devotion, or witness to the piety and gratitude of a people that has received many benefits;  privileged places of divine assistance and of the intercession of Blessed Virgin Mary, the Saints or the Blessed, in virtue of the frequent signs of mercy that have been shown in them;  signs of cosmic harmony and reflections of divine beauty because of their physical positioning which is often elevated, solitary and austere; a call to conversion because of what is preached in them, an invitation to redouble the life of charity and the works of mercy, and an exhortation to follow Christ;  places dedicated to consolidating the faith, to growth in grace, refuge and consolation in affliction, by virtue of the sacramental life practised in them; particular interpretations and prolongation of the Word of God by virtue of the Gospel message proclaimed in them; an encouragement to cultivate an eschatological outlook, a sense of transcendence and to learn to direct their earthly footsteps towards the sanctuary of Heaven (cf. Heb 9, 11; Rev 21, 3). 

The document then deals with Shrines as place for Liturgical Celebrations (nn. 265-273), Shrines as Places of Evangelization (274) Shrines as Places of Charity (275) Shrines as Places of Culture (276) Shrines as Places of Ecumenical Commitment (277-278)

Certain features of African Marian devotion

Maria teaches us to live as Christians; every Marian life is therefore essentially Christ-centred. Marian devotion in no way limits our love for Christ; it cannot take its place as if to render it easier. Therefore we should not consider Mary a surrogate for our failings, and do nothing to improve; this sort of Marian practice would not increase our spirit of faith or hope in the redeeming omnipotence of Christ, or our spirit of charity; it would simply be illusory and ineffective. To grow in holiness we must allow God to live deep in our soul; this calls for commitment which is free and personal and existentially more religious on the part of believers, commitment to which we will dedicate ourselves all the better if we are moved by love for Mary. However Mary can never be a remedy for our failings or play a role of a substitute if we fail to live an authentic religious life. What is humanly impossible becomes a divine possibility only if we imitate Mary who placed all her trust in God in a spirit of pure faith.

Much has been said and written about the inculturation of Mary in the New World and in Europe but little regarding the area of Africa. However this devotion, on the black continent, although only in recent times, has been warmly received and developed. Speaking of Marian devotion in Africa it is necessary to make a distinction between contexts in north Africa, especially Egypt and Ethiopia where there has been deep devotion to Mary since early Christian times. We cannot forget her 'journey' with Joseph and the infant Jesus to Egypt, as mentioned in the Gospels, the first act of Marian devotion, and all the many other signs of the first Christian communities present in this lands since the beginning, as we see from sacred writings and other early Christian documents. Sub Saharan Africa, instead, lived in parallel with the historical period of European colonisation, the birth and the growth of Marian devotion, together with evangelisation. Most missionary orders placed their activity under the protection of the Blessed Virgin Mary from the start,. This was so in colonial times -  when there was what we might call a ‘race for Africa’ which gave new impulse to the missionary activity of the various different Christian confessions -  and in the previous centuries when Europeans made first, fruitful contact with the peoples of Africa. The maternal and compassionate figure of Our Lady was immediately proposed by Catholic missionaries to those to whom they taught catechism, as central and qualifying in the religion they preached, not rarely in open antagonism with the evangelisation of Protestant missionaries. Generally, considering the formation of the missionaries, devotion to Mary was presented according to parameters and schemas of popular European devotion. 

According to some scholars, in systems of traditional African religion, at first, devotion to Our Lady found no precise resonance. Marian apparitions have been registered but they begin considerable late compared with the beginning of Christianisation.

Chronologically the first grounded Marian apparition in Africa was registered in 1955 at Nongoma, in South Africa, to a missionary nun. Whereas the first documented apparition to an African was in 1980 and concerned Felix Emeka Onah, to whom the Blessed Virgin is said to have appeared at Ede-oballa, in Nigeria. There have been many cases of Marian apparitions in Africa, but often these meet with doubts and 'inculturative' difficulties that is anthropological–religious in a Christian key, and the Catholic hierarchy and theologians are called to express authentic and authoritative criteria of judgement.

According to a recent study by Danila Visca, seven cases of Marian apparitions have been reported: in 1980 at Ede-Oballa, in Nigeria; in 1982 in Rwanda at Kibeho; in 1984 at Mushasa, in Burundi; in 1984 at Mubuga, in Rwanda; in 1985 at Yagma and at Louda, Burkina Faso; in 1987 at Muleva, in Mozambique; in 1998 at Tseviè, in Togo.

Of these events information is scarce, only on Kibeho we have documentation and above the canonical approval of the Holy See, given on 29 June 2001. This approval increased fame and interest for Kibeho, also because it was connected with the tragic event of the genocide between Hutu and Tutsi in 1994.

Marian devotion in Africa, and Christian faith in general, came into contact and at times in conflict with the reality of traditional African religions. Marian apparitions reveal this dialectic of inculturation, also very often it would appear to be an adaptation. Certain apparitions present a marked African context, for example “ an extremely spectacular character and long duration, hymns sung by the seers during the visions, blessings given by the seers, healing by imposition of hands, certain formulas of greeting”, but most are decidedly within the schemas and models of the European form: “the apparition of a Woman dressed in white, or in white with a veil  'the colour of the sky'  with her hands folded or resting on her breast, or ‘extended as represented on the miraculous medal'. Ecstasy is dialogical, blessed water plays a central role, the recitation of the rosary is recommended ( in the traditional form 'the rosary of the seven sorrows'), the seers experience a vision of hell, Mary presents herself with familiar 'titles' (‘Mother of the Word, the name of the parish, ‘Immaculate Conception), the Blessed Virgin calls for prayer, fasting and penance, offering up of suffering, she gives messages.”

It would seem, according to the theory of assimilation that “the miraculous Lady in Africa must appear dressed in white, surrounded by stars, she must ask for a church to be built, for the Rosary to be prayed, she must warn sinners, ask for acts of fasting and penance and foresee the end of the world: in a word she must be the ‘canonical’ Our Lady – the one codified by the Council of Trent – for her to be recognised.” The path of evangelisation is long and difficult. Devotion to Our Lady would seem to express well the process of inculturation and the necessity to overcome the 'eurocentric' criteria.

One factor helps us to understand the necessity to study more deeply strategies of evangelisation, especially regarding Marian devotion. Churches dedicated to Mary are numerous since the beginning of missionary activity, a sign of the Portuguese missionaries' deep devotion to the Mother of God, and also of the “impact of this devotion on the newly baptised.” Evangelisation on the continent was placed under the protection of Mary, but we can distinguish a period up to the Second Vatican Council when She was present as “Mediatrix of all graces, the Mother of all peoples and the humble handmaid”, and post-Council, when there is a move to  “define her figure and her role with greater attention to the local socio-cultural bedrock, seeking to restore to Our Lady a series of founding elements of religious tradition, and in particular, the community aspects of Christian peoples.” Traditional African culture has helped us understand and accept the figure of Our Lady, because according to the popular vision, “all the members of African society must help to promote unity of life and increase descendance which comes from the ancestors: this is the role of the family, composed of men and women, or rather, mothers and fathers, because in African matrimony the parental aspect prevails over the conjugal aspect. In fact to be at the service of life– which is the task assigned by God to man and woman - means to be at the service of child bearing.” Women “are the pride of the community because they carry life, the life blood of love and unity. Their motherhood is a service to the community; and it is also for God that they fulfil their mission as mothers.” However the African woman is not only the bearer of life, and her essential role is not only to educate children. She is also the “privileged advisor for man, she protects peace, she nourishes the family and she has a privileged relationship with spirituality”. Still today, in fact, the woman-mother has a vital role in the balance and structure of African tradition and society.

Therefore we understand that devotion to Mary, Mother par excellence, is immediately accepted in the religiosity of the local people, despite the fact that dialogue between traditional religion and the eurocentric approach is not always easy. The spiritual and physical maternity of Mary helps us grasp real and profound similarities with the idea of the mother proper to African culture. This is why in ‘comparison’ with the African mother, Our Lady, in general, is “more mother than wife”, she too educates the son, accepts the sacrifices and sufferings of motherhood, lives in silence, she is the guardian of peace; Mary is first of all the daughter of the family of the Church and then the Mother of unity of all believers.” There is a path to further and deeper evangelisation and inculturation which must be travelled with courage and with fidelity to the Gospel.

Apparitions and visions: definition and historical excursus
According to recent studies, one of the first Marian apparitions in history took place in 270 AD when Our Lady is said to have appeared to Gregory Thaumaturgus. In the early High Middle Ages we have testimony of apparitions to Theophilus and to Maria Egiziaca. In the 8th century we have what is called the miracle of Saint John Damascene: Our Lady is said to have healed the Saint's hand, which had been cut off by the Emir of Damascus. The most significant apparition of the modern epoch is that of Guadalupe, in Mexico. From 9 to 12 December 1531 a Lady appeared five times on a hill in Tepeyac, to Juan Diego, a Mexican peasant, who had only just been converted and baptised. 

Apparitions in Europe started in the 19th century. Apparitions happened in 1830, in rue du Bac in Paris, to Catherine Labourè, 23 years old, born in Borgogne and a novice of the Daughters of Charity; at La Salette in 1846 on 19 September to two shepherd children Melani Calvat age 14 and Massimino Giraud age 11, officially recognised on 19 September 1851. The 18 apparitions in Lourdes to Bernadette Soubirous, which happened from 11 February to 16 July 1858. Apparitions of Our Lady in the sky over France invaded by Prussia,  17 January 1871. Six apparitions of Our Lady in Fatima, in Portugal, which took place on the 13th of every month (except August) from May to October 1917, to three children: Lucia Santos, Francesco and Giacinta Marto. The last apparition, on 13 October was marked by the miracle of the sun dancing in the sky, witnessed by a crowd of 70,000 people. An apparition in Beauraing, in Belgium: from 29 November 1932 to 3 January 1933, five children saw Our Lady appear on a white cloud 33 times. The apparitions of Our Lady to a little girl Mariette Beco, in Banneux: nine, from 15 January to 2 March 1933, recognised by the Church on 22 August 1949. 

“In two thousand years of Christianity it is estimated that there have been about a thousand apparitions of Our Lady”, according to Dominican Fr Mannes Ghizzardi, a Mariologist. The well known French theologian René Laurentin, has undertaken a mammoth work of cataloguing as many as 1,800. And the strange thing is that almost half the apparitions took place in the 20th century. Indeed since World War II, therefore close to our times. It can be said that in the past fifty years there has been an explosion of Marian apparitions. No longer only in Europe, as in the past, but also in America, Africa, in Japan, Korea, India and China.

When speaking of apparitions very often the terms "apparition", "vision", "audition", "private revelation" etc are used in an ambiguous and polyvalent manner. It is true, apparitions, like visions and auditions, belong to the order of divine communication and God's revealing activity, since they reveal certain aspects of the divine mystery, but they do not happen in the same way. Regarding "perception" of a supernatural object, for example, whereas the term "vision" is used to describe in an analogic sense an experience corporal (sensitive perception of a reality objectively invisible to man), or imaginary (imaginative perception of an object existing in the present), or mental (supernatural knowledge without any perception of an object), the term "apparition" may be used only for corporal or imaginary perception  but not for mental perception. 

Furthermore whereas "apparition" emphasises the essential role of the object manifested (Christ, Mary, a saint etc.), "vision" emphasises instead action of the seer who perceives the "invisible" nature of the supernatural object. Even more evident is the difference between "apparition" and "audition". An apparition is the perception of a supernatural object, but an audition is the perception of the word revealing the will. Particularly in recent times these phenomena appear closely connected, in the sense that frequently the seer not only sees the supernatural object, he or she also hears words spoken, and therefore is not only a "revealer" of the supernatural object but also the object's "messenger". René Laurentin sees an apparition as the " visible manifestation of a being, of whom the sight in that place or at that time, is unusual and unimaginable, according to the natural order of things". 

According to these definitions, an apparition would be marked by two elements: The "presence" of a person who is outside the normal experience of human senses and the "perception" of this presence through sensitive knowledge. The seers, who often fall into ecstasy, are sort of apart from the world around them while fully in possession of their senses, are convinced of being in direct and immediate contact with the being manifested, who is not a static image but instead has all the characteristics of three dimensionality.

Today the Bishops and the Apostolic See follow a customary practice which advises, when considering the event of apparitions: 

a) an accurate and careful examination of all the facts; 

b) ascertain the authenticity, that is, if the messages are in conformity with the teaching of the Church; 

c) ascertain transparency of the events, since an apparition is a service to the Church and can never give rise to protagonism in the seers or bizarre rites;

d) look for signs with which God confirms his work; 

e) ascertain the mental health and pathology of the seers with a commission of doctors and psychiatrists; 

f) ascertain whether or not the real fruits are conversion and returning to God; 

g) recognise, with the opinion of the bishop, whether or not the facts are of supernatural origin.

When the Church approves apparitions it is because the latter are not contrary to Catholic faith and morals.

The principal Marian Shrines of Africa

Let us dwell on some traits of African culture and religiosity. In African societies the mother welcomes and carries community life, personal life and the life of the tribe, and therefore naturally mothers have a specific role in African society. This is why the figure of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Mother of Jesus, is Mamma for Africa's Christians, well accepted and well understood. For Africans she is the star who guides people toward Jesus Christ. Another trait proper to African Christians is that they have always respected good ancestors and positive cultural values, and find in them a connection between the Christian faith and African culture. The Blessed Virgin is the Mother of Jesus and so the ancestor of everyone and she has a special place close to her Son. A mother could never be far from her son. This mentality means Africans have no difficulty in accepting the dogma of the Assumption of Mary into heaven.

Africa remains a continent of oral tradition. Gestures and expressions handed on father to son are greatly valued. Processions and devotions organised in honour of Our Lady express deep faith and veneration. African cultures have a keen sense of solidarity and community life. In Africa a feast or a celebration always involves the whole village. Community life in African societies is an expression of the extended family.

There are about ten thousand Marian Shrines all over the world, one third outside Europe. The countless parish churches dedicated to Our Lady could also be considered shrines. The most popular titles are: the Immaculate Conception, Our Lady of the Rosary, the Sorrowful Mother, Mary Assumed into Heaven. 
“Marian shrines are places which bear witness to Mary's special presence in the life of the Church”, said John Paul II: “They are part of the spiritual and cultural heritage of a people and they possess a strong power of attraction and irradiation. Marian Shrines draw individuals or local groups for prayer but indeed even whole nations and continents anxious to meet the Mother of the Lord, the One who is blessed because She believed. So we could perhaps speak of a geography of faith and Marian devotion, to include all these places of special pilgrimage where the people of God seek to encounter the Mother of God and, in the maternal presence of She who believed, strengthen their own faith ” (Angelus, 26 June 1987).
EGYPT 

We cannot speak about Marian Shrines in Egypt without recalling the fundamental fact that the Holy Family of Nazareth sought refuge in this land. Marian Shrines in Egypt, besides being of special importance because they recall the historic presence of the Holy Family, have always had an ecumenical character, and even more so in our times. They are visited by Christians of various denominations. Egypt has 160 churches dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary, and some have become Marian Shrines. For example the Chapel of the Burning Bush at St Catherine's Monastery on Mount Sinai, the Cathedral of Nôtre Damed’Egitto, the Shrine of Our Lady of Zeitoun, the Church-Shrine called La Sospesa at El-Fustat, Cairo, and the church-shrine of St. Mary, at Maadi. The feast of the Assumption, the most popular in Egypt, is called simply The Feast of the Blessed Virgin. The Coptic Church has always venerated Mary. The Copt calendar has thirty feast-days to honour Our Lady. One of the most deeply venerated icons is the one of the Blessed Virgin Mary in the famous church Al-Mou’allaqa

The most important Marian Shrine in Egypt is at St Catherine's Monastery situated on the biblical peninsula of Sinai, where Christians recall the Burning Bush, interpreted as a image and symbol of the divine motherhood of Mary. The building, a fortress built in the times of the Roman Emperor Justine, has always been a place of spiritual and monastic life. It has a magnificent library including early Christian manuscripts and a collection of icons unique in the world. The dedication to Our Lady comes from the memory of the Burning Bush; the bush, still miraculously green and flourishing, can be seen at the side of the Burning Bush Chapel, situated behind the altar of the main church dedicated to the Annunciation.

The Cathedral of Nôtre Dame d’Egitto, inaugurated only in 1999 on Christmas Eve, one of the most beautiful cathedrals in the whole of the Middle East, has 29 Coptic style stained glass windows portraying Our Lady, the main events in the life of Christ, the Apostles, the great personages of the Church in Egypt including three patriarchs of Alexandria, saint Mark, saint Athanasius and Saint Cyril, the holy monks Saint Anthony, Saint Paul Hermit, and Pacomius. The Cathedral is rightly considered the Marian heart of Cairo and all Egypt.

For Copt Christians to speak of Our Lady means to celebrate the (still presumed) apparitions of Mary at Zeitoun, a suburb of Cairo, where, reportedly, on 2 April 1968, at 8.30 in the evening, a woman dressed in shining light appeared on the top of the facade of the church of Saint Mark. Eyewitnesses said the Blessed Virgin appeared first of all to a Muslim, Farouk Mohammed Atwa, at the time suffering from a serious illness; the next day the man found he was cured. But there is something else about Zeitoun: as Fr Boutros Gayed, rector of the Church of Our Lady at Zeitoun – he was the brother of the Copt Pope, Shenouda II – has so often said «Mary was seen by millions of Egyptians and many foreigners». What is more: Christians of different confessions – Coptic Orthodox and Catholics – gathered many times to see the miraculous vision of Our Lady who sometimes appeared with the Infant Jesus in her arms, and at other times with an olive branch. The unexplainable phenomenon continued two or three times a week and stopped in 1971, and once drew as many as 250,000 people on one occasion. The Holy See have never officially recognised the event.

ALGERIA

The Basilica of Our Lady of Africa, stands on a cliff overlooking the Bay of Algiers. Building work first began in 1872. The Church is visited by many Muslims. Women, girls, grandmothers some alone, others accompanied by the husband, come here to pray to Our Lady. The bronze statue of the Blessed Virgin is clothed in a richly Tlemcen style embroidered garment. Algeria was Christian and Muslim from the second century AD onwards. But the Arab invasion brought forced Islamisation of the country from the 7th century. In a few centuries the flourishing Church of Africa was decimated and had only a few pockets of resistance mainly among the Berbers. It was necessary to wait for Algeria to be conquered by France 1830, for the Church to be newly established in the region of North Africa. A land of early Christians, a land of martyrs, Algeria, entrusted to the protection of Our Lady of Africa (also called Our Lady of Atlanta), although today Islamised and shaken by bloody attacks, has never ceased to respect the Blessed Virgin Mary, whom Muslims recognise and honour as the Holy Mother of Jesus. When the Basilica of Our Lady of Africa was built on the cliff overlooking Algiers, under the main altar was placed the following inscription: “Our Lady of Africa pray for us and for all Muslims”. Marian prayer has not been erased either by time or events: and both Christians and Muslims continue come here to pray to Mary and offer floral tributes.
ANGOLA

Angola, Land of Mary. Angola is called, Land of Mary. The first missionaries who arrived here on 29 April 1491, built a little church dedicated to Nossa Senhora Santa Maria (Our Lady Saint Mary). Today Angola has more than 100 churches and chapels dedicated to the Mother of God. Among the most well known we mention: the Shrine of Our Lady of Fatima, inaugurated in Luanda by Capuchin missionaries in December 1964; very popular is also the Shrine of Muxima, province of Bengo; in central Angola at Nova Lisboa, there is another Shrine to Our Lady of Fatima; in the south, at Sa Da Bandiera, there is the Shrine of Our Lady of the Mount (do Monte). The Portuguese names should come as no surprise since the first missionaries to evangelise Angola were from Portugal. This is why, since more than half a millennium, Angola has truly been truly, the Land of Mary.

BENIN 

The Grotto of Dassa, called Our Lady of Arigbo, blessed in 1954, gradually became a national place of pilgrimage and on certain days international. Every year on 15 August crowds of faithful come here from Benin, Togo, Niger, Burkina-Faso. A large Church is under construction. It will be twinned with the first Basilica in the Church of the West to be dedicated to Mary, Mother of God: Santa Maria Maggiore Basilica in Rome.

BURKINA-FASO 

The Shrine of Yagma. Yagma Marian shrine was built in 1968 on a small hill. It is similar to the Grotto of Lourdes. It is about 15 kilometres from the capital Ouagadougou. Since it was built it has drawn increasing numbers of pilgrims. Parishes all over the country organise annual pilgrimages to the site. Not even a lack of shade keeps the faithful from taking part in long festive liturgical celebrations. Construction work to build a church on the site started some years ago. Other Marian shrines in Burkina-Faso include: Our Lady of Dingasso, diocese of Bobo-Dioulasso; Our Lady of Peace, diocese of Diebougou; Our Lady of Louda, diocese of Kaya; Our Lady of Reconciliation, diocese of Koudougou; Our Lady of Lake di Bam, diocese of Ouahigouya.

CAMEROON 

Shrine of Our Lady of the Apostles, situated on Mvolye Hill in Yaoundé.

CONGO-BRAZZAVILLE

At Linzolo, one of the first missions opened in 1883 by the Holy Ghost Missionaries, a giant replica of the Grotto of Lourdes, situated at the end of a magnificent valley, draws crowds of faithful on pilgrimage all the year round to what has become the nation's most important Marian Shrine, especially thanks to the Marian Year called in 1987 by Pope John Paul II.
COTE d'IVOIRE

The African Palace of Our Lady. The Marian Shrine of Our Lady Mother of Grace was inaugurated on 1 February 1987, the Basilica of Our Lady of Peace, in Yamoussoukro. A painted cement statue of Our Lady, 11 metres high, dominates the shrine. Other shrines include: Our Lady of Liberation, in Issia, diocese of Daloa; the Shrine of Ferké, diocese of Katiola. Situated on the west coast of Africa Core d'Ivoire was evangelised in the first decade of the 19th century. Our Lady of Yamoussoukro is truly a “Palace” offered to the Mother of God. The basilica, a modern replica of St Peter's Basilica in Rome,  is famous all over Africa drawing hundreds of thousands of pilgrims every year. From her Palace in Cote d'Ivoire Our Lady of Peace watches over Africa, the great Continent of Hope.

NIGERIA 

A grotto in honour of Mary, Holy Mother of Africa in the diocese of Ijebu Ode (Ogun State), was inaugurated in 1991. It is visited by thousands of pilgrims including many Muslims and followers of Traditional African religions. 

UGANDA

Our Lady Mediatrix of all Graces, is venerated at Lagonda, diocese Arua, with the title of Queen of Africa.

REPUBLIC of CONGO 

Congo has 226 parishes dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary. A Shrine of Our Lady of Fatima, in Lindonge, Kinshasa, was inaugurated in 2001; and there is also a Marian Shrine at Kavimvira, diocese of Uvira (South Kivu).

RWANDA 

On 29 June 2001 Bishop Augustin Misago, Bishop of Gikongoro, made public the verdict regarding the apparitions of the Mother of God at Kibeho. Bishop Misago declared worthy of faith the apparitions of the Blessed Virgin Mary  between 1981 and 1983, to Alphonsine Mumureke, Nathalie Mukamazimpaka and Marie Claire Mukangango, aged respectively at the time 16, 17 and 21 years. The girls reported that Our Lady said her name was Nyima wa Jambo, which means  Mother of the Word. Mary's skin was black and she called for conversion, prayer and fasting. During one apparition on 15 August 1982, the Blessed Virgin showed the girls a terrible scene: " a river of blood, people killing each other, abandoned bodies everywhere…". The Marian Shrine at Kibeho is dedicated to Our Lady Mother of Sorrows. “May Kibeho become a place f pilgrimage, a place where those who seek God may find Him, a place of prayer, conversion, reparation for sins and reconciliation; a place for gathering together all the dispersed, all who love the values of compassion and brotherhood without frontiers; a place which speaks of the Gospel of the Cross”. In the genocide, prophetically announced on 15 August 1982, the three girls and the first parish priest perished. In 2001 the Bishops said “the Church must be for everyone a place of reconciliation ”. The Blessed Virgin Mary “I have come to speak to you, young children, belonging to the young peoples of Africa, to start a new wave of evangelisation, at the end of the second millennium and the beginning of the third.”
SOUTH AFRICA 

There are numerous shrines dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary in this part of the world. Some have been gratified with apparitions of Our Lady and draw pilgrims from all over southern Africa. In 1952, during a Marian Congress in Durban (ZwaZulu-Natal Province ) to celebrate the hundredth anniversary of the arrival of the first Oblate Missionaries of Mary Immaculate in South Africa, Archbishop Martin H. Lucas, at the time Apostolic Delegate for Southern Africa proclaimed Mary Queen, Assumed into Heaven ”, Patroness of the Catholic Church in Southern Africa. 

One of the most well known Marian Shrines in southern Africa is Our Lady of Ngomé, situated in the diocese of Eshowe, in the heart of the Zulu region (Zoulouland): the Blessed Virgin is said to have appeared to a Benedictine nun, Sister Reinolda, who died on 1 April 1981. At this shrine Mary is venerated with the title, Mary, Tabernacle of the Most High.

Another popular Marian Shrine in southern Africa is at Kevelaer parish in the diocese of Marianhill, in Natal, where people come on annual pilgrimages. We also mention in the diocese of Dundee (south KwaZulu-Natal), the Shrine of Maria Ratschitz. Another place of pilgrimage in southern Africa dedicated to the Mother of God, is Tsheseng, in the diocese of Betlemme, Natal Province. At this shrine Mary is especially honoured with the title of the Immaculate Conception, and is lovingly called Our Lady of Bethlehem. Again in Natal, a few miles from Durban, the parish of Ntshongweni is dedicated to Our Lady Mediatrix of all Graces; an annual pilgrimage on 31 May draws thousands of faithful to honour Our Lady of Ntshongweni.
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