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N ew transnational religious cultures: 
the networks and strategies of modern devotions 
in contemporary Europe! 

PETER]AN MARGRY 

The mysticism of Father Nicasius 

Father Nicasius Happel died some years ago in the Capuchin monastery in the 
Dutch city of Den Bosch. A simple photo album was found among the effects 
of th is Capuchin, filled with the most remarkable photographs. On the front, in 
shaky handwriting, was the title Ultra-Modern Mysticism. At first glance the 
book seems to be a visual cacophony of out of focus and half-failed pho
tographs beside which explanatory parareligious texts and mysterious drawings 
have been placed in pencil, further supplemented by pamphlet texts about 
bleeding crucifixes and apparitions of Mary in various parts of Europe, particu
larly Italy and The Netherlands. 

During my research into contemporary pilgrimage culture in The Nether
lands, over the last few years I have chanced up on informal cults that have pen
etrated Dutch devotional culture only relatively recently (Margry and Caspers 
1997-2000). These are cults which, in view of the object of their devotion, 
would appear to have their roots in other countries, among them Belgium, 
Germany, France, Italy, Spain and Bosnia-Herzegovina. The vast majority of 
these cuIts are related to Mary, but sometimes, for instance in Manduria, in 
South Italy, it is Christ Himself who conveys the messages and from whose 
images blood issues (Parmentier and Castella 1999). 

Fr. Nicasius, the Dutch monk mentioned above, was fascinated by the origins 
and existence of such new informal devotions. He had therefore put together a 
collection "in order to keep up with what is going on among people".2 What does 
that rather unfortunately chosen title, Ultra-Modern Mysticism, actually refer to? 

It refers to a religious phenomenon that I would want to place under the 
heading 'modern' or 'deviant' devotions. It is about cuIts and devotions that 
have arisen in the second half of the 20th century on the basis of, and around 
apparitions of madonnas, sometimes bringing messages, weeping images of 
Mary and bleeding images of Christ, or which are related to other paranormal 
and sacral-miraculous phenomena (Bouflet 2000, Margry 2002a, Zimdars
Swartz 1992). These devotional manifestations occur outside of the usual for
mal framework of the Roman Catholic Church, bore or bare a strongly person
al or private character, and, moreover, are of relatively recent nature. As a rule 
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these modern devotions have an informal character, and are not recognised by 
the Church, are still being investigated by ecclesiastical authorities, or have 
been entirely rejected. They are cults which, by way of speaking, find them
selves in a spiritual and ecclesiastical traditionalistic or fundamentalistic no
man's-land with regard to the Roman Catholic Church (Kohle 1997). They 
exist in a devotional 'open territory' where the manifestations and revelations 
can be shaped, appropriated and spread according to the wis hes of a particular 
group of devotees, and where personal and idiosyncratic, private religious con
structions are literally and figuratively possible. 

Since the 1960s, religious culture in Western Europe has witnessed a general 
process of the emptying out of the churches and secularisation. Over that peri
od it has become clear, however, that the average European has not lost his/her 
general religious perceptions or feelings, but that it is church life, in particular 
in its institutional form, that has eroded. This is a process which is still ongoing. 
The Roman Catholic Church too has been heavily subject to th is erosion. For 
different reasons particular groups of Catholic believers and marginal Catholics 
have in part turned away from the church, seeking refuge in an alternative 
Catholic culture more or less of their own design. 

Drawing upon research from fieldwork in Italy, The Netherlands and 
Belgium, among other places, 1 will seek to tentatively chart th is phenomenon 
of modern alternative ('deviant') devotions, and clarify these shifts in sacrality 
from a comparative European perspective. In this, these cults will not be con
sidered, as has been the case until now, as individual case studies, nor from the 
traditional ecclesiastical perspective, and with the question, are they true or 
not? On the contrary, they will be analysed broadly on the basis of their various 
groups of mobilised and motivated adherents and devotees. Who are they, what 
do they do, what is their role in the cultus, and what functions do the groups of 
devotees fulfi! at the national and supra-nationallevels? What deeper complexi
ty lies behind the apparently autonomous shrines, and what influences reappear 
time and again? The central, background question in this research, however, 
involves the search for a meta-level: to what degree are these devotions collec
tively a catalyst for the genesis of a new religious movement within (and. 
beyond) Europe, and to what extent do they create their own religious regime, 
with their own spirituality and structures, alongside or parallel to the official 
Roman Catholi~·Church? 

One example of these modern devotions is the one in the Northern ltalian 
town of Schio, lying northwest of Vicenza, with the cultus surrounding 
the Queen of Love (Beinert and Petri 1997:100-101; Gamba 1999:544-545). 
This location is well known, particularly among non-ltalian devotees, as an 
important site for apparitions of Mary. It arose afteJiooMary revealed hers elf as 
the Regina dell'Amore to a visionary, the motorway functionary Renato Baron 
(b. 1932), on March 25, 1985. In total Baron received about 700 messages, with 
their central themes as prayer, peace, fidelity, love for one's neighbour, and con
tributing to the 'salutary work of evangelisation.'3 According to him, Mary 
encouraged him not to keep these secrets, and in the dissemination of her mes
sages to particularly involve the young. Although the local pastor viewed him as 
suffering from mental strain, the story of these miraculous occurrences and 
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healings made the rounds, and in spite of the pastor's attitude a large prayer 
group quickly grew up around the person of Baron. About 100,000pilgrims 
now come to Schio every year. 

The aura around the cult, its missionary character, and the large number of 
visitors, made an investigation on the part of the Catholic Church desirabie, so 
that the character of the cult could be determined. Ultimately the bishop of 
Vicenza rejected the apparitions and the cult surrounding them. In his letters, 
he reported th at there were no indications that the phenomena were of a super
natural character.4 The location of the apparitions, a small church just outside of 
the town, was closed by the order of the Church, and prayer groups and pil
grimages were not allowed to go there (Beinert and Petri 1997:101). Neverthe
less, devotees continued to come, and raised an important shrine themselves. 

Pastoral care and spirituality 

The cultic sites of the new devotions have no hierarchically defined position in 
the Church, and their own hierarchy is limited and primitive in nature. There are 
no priests or religious appointed by the diocese as regular spiritual leaders, and 
so there is no formal pastoral-theological frame of reference. Thus in a religious
ecclesiastical sense, there is no one formally respansible. There is, however, cer
tainly an active cadre of volunteers. None of th is is to suggest, however, that 
there is no foundation for the development of pastoral care for the devotees. 

In practice, it appears that there are gene rally five informal sources of pas
toral assistance which aid in shaping personal spirituality and rituality. Two of 
these elements to a great extent determine the composition of the movement 
and the physical structure of the devotion. These are: 

1. The messages transmitted in the apparitions, as a rule messages from Mary 
or Jesus; 

2. The explanations and interpretations of these messages and visions by the 
visionary who received them; 

3. The clergy who visit the shrine and their pastoral activities; 
4. The books, magazines and pamphlets about the cult, published by the cult 

itself; 
5. The interpretations and explanations by visitors, by the devotees themselves. 

Alongside and continuing the traditions of the Roman Catholic Church, 
these are the new elements from which the characteristic theological framework 
and spirituality are constructed. 

Photo Divination 

Thé modern devotions also have, to some degree, their own peculiar rituality. 
On the one hand, this is because in a formal, ecclesiastical perspective, they can 
avail themselves of only a limited liturgical farm, thus making alternatives nec-
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essary; on the other hand, this reflects their own, individualised content, which 
is oriented both to justifyingand expanding the cult. 

One of the means that the individual devotee has at his/her disposal within 
the ritual repertoire is, as I have coined it, 'Photo Divination'. This ritual is ori
ented to recording the individual's environment, or that of the sacred place, and 
in particular the skies, on photographic materials, with the subsequent interpre
tation of what has been recorded. For the devotees this is a literal and figurative 
discovery and recording of the heavens (and sometimes also of helI or the devil). 
Using photographs of the sky, the heavens and the sun, a search is made of the 
photographic prints for hidden indications or signs of the higher spheres or the 
supernatural. lt is an activity which sometimes must take place at the sacred site, 
par excellence, but also shots taken of random locations and subjects can lead to 
the discovery of new signs and the reading of symbols (Apolito 1998, Mantero 
1995). For instance, in the 'mystic photo album' discussed above, a crooked 
snapshot of severallittle ducks on an English pond was deciphered as though it 
were an hieroglyphic inscription, and analysed for divine and satanic presences. 

Further favourite themes are cloud formations, which through their arbi
trary shapes lend themselves well for seeing or recognising persons or phenom
ena. There are also apparently - or I might better say evidently - double
exposed negatives, which as a rule yield a mysterious whole of half-emergent 
elements and persons. One of the most immediate forms is photo divination of 
the sky above the pear tree of the manifestations at the shrine at San Damiano, 
likewise in ltaly. For these the devotee uses, preferably, a Polaroid camera, in 
order to assess the results on the spot. Moreover, it seems that the chemical 
process producing the print in a minute yields more specks, which in turn can 
lead to deeper interpretations. 

This ritual serves only one cent ral purpose: underscoring the reality of the 
cult and its apparitions and confirming the messages. lt must undergird the 
presence of the holy figure, of the sacred nature of the place, but also make clear 
the reality of a helI, the constant presence of the devil, and the approaching 
apocalyptic threat. At the same time, the ritual affords the possibility of bring
ing the cult closer to home, as it were, and on the basis of an interpretation of 
details and discovered signs connect it with a personal narrative. 

Photographing manifestations in the heavens is in itself nothing new. The 
incidental recording or observing of religious phenomena in the skies has been 
familiar at least since the sun miracle at Fatima, and has become widespread as 
a source of revelation for apparitions. What is new about the photography in 
these devotions is not that certain visible phenomena are being photographed, 
but that people take the pictures in order to find new or invisible elements in 
them, that is, to recognise them and provide an interpretation for them. This 
changes the photographic camera into a sort of liturgical instrument and aid. 
The idea that a camera and a roll of film can, in both a technical and a meta
physical respect, record things optically which are not perceptible to thc eye, 
also plays a role for the photographing devotees. 

This is a typical ritual for the contemporary devotee, who with ie is ennbled 
to give direct ion to private revelations in an individualised way, through an 
almost postmodern system of eclecticism. 
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The shrines 

The material structure of a shrine is cent ral to the construction of a cult and the 
reception of devotees. On one hand, it affords alocation where devotees can 
assemble in the visionary's place of residence or at the location of a miraculous 
image; on the other hand, it permits the cult to protect itself with re gard to out
side influences. Institutionalisation generally takes place in a relatively short 
period of time, since the devotees are prepared to contribute ample funds and, 
at the same time, a large number of donors are to be found. 

For the credibility of the cult it is important to create a sacred place which is 
furnished with the essential religious and logistic components, so that the com
plex is self-sufficient in all respects, also those involving the sacra functiones. 
Once this is achieved, the infrastructure can be further expanded. 

As part of a strategy to emphasise the uniqueness of the place, in addition to 
the construction of a shrine it is important for the cult ic leaders to profile the 
authenticity of their peculiar manifestations and messages as strongly as possi
bie. Although the basic message of salvation of the various cults must in princi
ple be in agreement, it appears in practice that there is little appreciation for 
mutual 'cooperation'. To the question of whether there were contacts with 
other new devotions, cult leaders answered "You have to be very careful", or 
"There is chaff among the corn." However close they may be to one another in 
their spirituality, the visionaries and others involved in cultic leadership are in 
every instance very distrustful of one another and mutually avoid contact. The 
fear that their own position might be undermined, plays a role in this. 

Devotional print of the weeping wooden statue 
of Jesus as a ehild in the Queen of Love-sane
tuary of Sehio. One of the 'prooves' of the 
degeneration of the world. 
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Networks and transnational structures 

Apparently contradicting what has been sketched above, namely the autonomy 
of the places, the individualism of the visitors and the fact that the cuIt leaders 
involved desire no mutual contact, research makes it clear that the cuItic sites 
still are strongly linked with one another. This is not from the top down, 
through the leadership or organisers, but from the bottom up, from the founda
tion of devote es. lt is particularly the work of the unattached visitors, the devo
tees themselves, who through their conduct and involvement, en gage in propa
gandising for the various cuIts in their own ways, visit the various sites, and 
carry out devotions. In an essentially unstructured manner, an informal network 
of officially,unacknowledged cuIt sites has arisen as a resuIt of this, linked 
together through their devotees (Margry 2002a, 2004). 

The individual devotees and groups of devotees around individual cuIts or 
shrines are not entirely separate from one another either. In their own country, 
or in their own environment, they carry out the cuIt and propagandise by dis
tributing prints, folders and images, but even more by word-of-mouth advertis
ing and active participation in prayer groups and other informal structures. 

In their everyday situation, a proportion of the individual devotees belong 
to one or more prayer groups. Within such prayer groups then an intensive 
interchange of information takes place with regard to existing and new cuIts. 
The large number of prayer groups in Europe is a basic structural element for 
the devotion network. There are two main forms. The first is the prayer group 
which is linked to one pers on or cuItic site (for instance the Padre Pio prayer 
groups, or in the case of Schio, the Movimento Mariano). To give some impres
sion of their extent, in 2000 about 800 regular prayer groups (400 in ltaly and 
400 in other countries), each with between 15 and 30 members, were linked to 
the Schio cult. Second are the 'free' prayer groups that have been established 
locally as completely private initiatives, with the objective of stimulating inter
est in all sorts of cuIts, following the choice of the members. In addition to 
these prayer groups, there are also diverse private information and promotional 
centres which function as devotional exchanges in the provision of information 
and materiais. New cuIts and manifestations are also noted by these centres, 
described, and given national publicity. 

The network which arises in this manner has absolutely no formal status. lt 
also has no actual home base, and is, therefore, extremely elusive as an object of 
research. As a matter of fact, it functions similarly to the World Wide Web: it 
exists and functions in an entirely open manner. Hundreds of thousands, even 
millions of devotees are conqected with one another in an entirely free manner, 
and locate and communicate with each other at ever-changing sacred sites, in 
this way creating their own religious system, with its own unique spirituality 
and rituality. . 

In addition to the devotees, there also exist, at a transnationallevel, several 
institutionalised links in the whoie, such as several internationally oriented pub
lishers who, with the information they supply, also form important trcûts d'u
nions among the various cuIts (Beinert and Petri 1997:101-102). For example, 
the magazine Maria Heute5 (of the French Stella Maris) is an ourright mourh-
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piece for various devotions. The magazine is a concealed catalogue of books in 
print on modern devotions, with texts of interviews with the visionaries, and 
also affords ample space for letters from devotees with stories of how they were 
healed. AIthough the publishers have commercial motives, there are also strong, 
religiously detel;"mined propagandist forces at work, and the editors prepare 
their own commentaries with, for instance, in the case of the apparitions of 
Mary and Jesus in Manduria, a well-substantiated, polemic support for this 
'revelation' that has been criticised by the Church.6 

Summary of results 

This first exploratory research into modern alternative devotions has brought 
to light a number of important new insights. 

1. Comparative research makes it clear that these individuallocations of mani
festations and devotions on the edges of, or entirely outside, the ecclesiasti
cal structures are not isolated phenomena. From the regional, national or 
ethnic perspective, they may have a limited significance, but conversely 
within Europe, they generate an active devotional export (or, as the case may 
be, import) of 'deviant' cuIts. 

2. These devotions are not shaped within official ecclesiastical structures, but 
spiritually and in terms of devotional rituals are shaped, profiled and propa
gated from the bottom up, in an informal manner, with the aid of visionar
ies, their own cuIt leadership, and groups of devotees. 

3. Collectively, the individual devotions are parts of a transnationally oriented 
network, a network however without formal structure, located in a sort of 
religious no-man's-land, and, to a large extent, controlled by traditionalistic 
or fundamentalistic devotees and their prayer groups. 

4. The need for such devotions, and their creation, was and is fed by changes 
within the existing Church or churches, by an increasing difficuIty in estab
lishing meaning in life, and by radical shifts in the paradigms of everyday 
existence. The devotees involved have proportionately a larger degree of 
existential doubt about their own identity and their position in society, and 
demonstrate a concrete anxiety about the future, for illness or death. 
The shifts in views regarding salvation on the part of those concerned, as a 
resuIt of their involvement in these devotions, fulfil a need for individualised 
religion and point to a certain privatisation of belief in the Church (or 
churches). Through these informal devotions the devotees are able to more 
easily shape their religiosity in a more individual manner and practice their 
own rituality. 

5. The idea lying behind many devotions is that there, with the creation of a 
peculiar religious structure, the devotee's personal salvation can be realised 
better than is possible in other places. Devotees see the Catholic Church as 
insufficiently looking af ter their expectations for salvation, and turn to 
aIternative, private forms of devotion and spirituality. Because the present 
Catholic Church, in their opinion, is too much modernised and debased to 



212 Peter Jan Margry 

he a structure for salvation, in the new devotions people of ten find a tradi
tionalist and fundamentalist religious framework, strongly founded on 
'invented religious traditions', old-fashioned devotionality and Catholic 
liturgy from hefore the Second Vatican Council. This theological!theoreti
cal underpinning and reflection is dominated hy messages, prophecies and 
views regarding a 'corrupt' modern world, and the consequence which will 
he the result of the conduct of others, of all contemporary 'unhelievers', 
namely the end of times. 

Notes 

This text was presented in Budapest on april 24, 2001; with the subject is dealt more 
extensively in the article Margry 2003 or as http://www.meertens.nl/medewerkers/ 
peter.jan.margrylnetwork.html#terra. 

2 This book, in the possession of the author, contains material over the years 1970-1971. 
3 The messages are published in different languages, the most recent ltalian edition is 

published in 2000: Maria Chiama. Messaggi delta Madonna Regina dell'Amore 
1985-1997. 

4 The enduring opposition of the Church against for example the cultus at San 
Damiano is described by Zimdars-Swartz 1992: 113-123. 

5 Published at Parvis-Verlag in Hauteville, Swiss 
6 [Die Redaktion von Maria Heutej, 'Deboras Mission angeschuldigt'. In: Maria 

Heute, n. 364, November 2000,18-20. 
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