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  Preface

  Dear reader:

  With this book I invite you on a journey into beautiful landscapes, historical events, and a spiritual world where I quite freely consort with angels and divine beings. It is a pilgrimage of a couple of thousand kilometers from Bingen in Germany to Ephesus in Turkey.

  This is a personal journey which has grown out of the depth of my soul. But also a journey with the Virgin Mary as my companion and guide, where places and events on the way open one door after another into a world of wisdom and loving guidance. To what I allow myself to call ‘The Teachings of Mary’.

  All the incidents on the journey have deep meaning for me and are as tangible as the rest of my reality. In my culture, one normally keeps such experiences to oneself, and I am crossing my own threshold of modesty by publishing them. I presume to believe, however, that they can be of significance to others, and so I have chosen to present them more or less as they came and as I wrote about them in my diaries.

  I have my limitations. My own framework of understanding and degree of openness dictate what I can receive. And even though I try to be clear, my ego cannot be prevented from peeping out and blurring the picture.

  I ask you to make allowances for this and to try and sense whether something deep within you is touched. If this should be the case, it is not me but the Virgin Mary who has come through to you.

  Welcome to the pilgrimage of the Virgin Mary.
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  Introduction

  Prelude

  A large pile of floorboards lies in front of me. Everything is ready for the floor to be laid. I look across the attic which I am converting into a meeting room. The old floorboards have been taken out, so now I have to jump from one joist to another. I have just nailed in wedges to ensure that the new floor will be quite level. Now all I have to do is to lay the boards. I reach out for the first board, but stop in mid-air. I have seen something out of the corner of my eye. There is a figure standing behind me at the other end of the attic. I turn. Time stands still. Even before I have turned right round, I know quite unerringly that the figure is the Virgin Mary. When I look up I see – nothing. I am astonished. Nothing there; and yet something has taken place. I sense it powerfully and irrefutably.

  That was the first time the Virgin Mary came to me. In 1997.

  * * *

  Now I was not brought up on the Virgin Mary. She actually played a very minor part in the Lutheran Christianity of my childhood. She was the mother of Jesus and quite central in the Nativity, but that was about it. Nor do I remember any pictures of her in our churches.

  To be quite honest, I had never really switched on to Christianity. I found learning by rote difficult, so I hated all the memorizing of hymns that constituted the main part of our religious education at school. The one time I remember giving any particular thought to Christianity was at primary school.

  One day, being a little sleepy, I had dozed off during a Religion lesson – growing up on a farm I had to get up early to muck out the pigs before cycling to school. I was suddenly disturbed by my teacher asking me a question. I promptly answered with a loud ‘Yes’ without knowing what he had asked. My teacher found this intriguing and asked me to elaborate, but my mouth was firmly closed as I had no idea what we were talking about. Afterwards I asked the boy beside me what the question had been and he repeated it for me: ‘Some people think that Jesus was the first socialist. Do you agree? Hans?’ I hardly knew what a socialist was; but the fact that I had now acquired an opinion about Jesus started me thinking.

  Nothing came of it though, and through most of my adult life neither Christianity nor any other religion has held much interest for me.

  In the last 20 years or so, however, my interest in spiritual matters has been aroused. Not through religion but through repeatedly experiencing spirituality in nature. Experiencing that there is an opening to something divine through the strange and wonderful world of nature.

  Thus I also began to take an interest in primitive Christianity and visited both Mount Sinai and the Virgin Mary’s house in Ephesus.

  The second time the Virgin Mary appeared to me was on the shortest day of the year 2000. When you learn to identify with the cycle of the year and of nature, the winter solstice takes on a special importance, marking the retreat of darkness, the strengthening of light and the lengthening of days. As midnight passes on this the darkest night, at the darkest time of the year, it is wondrous to sit outside and be aware of the rebirth of light. And so I sat in the year 2000, meditating in the moonlight and the biting cold.

  Suddenly a voice comes through to me and somehow I just know it is the Virgin Mary. Simply and clearly she asks, ‘Will you rediscover my pilgrimage route?’ Rather taken aback, I try to consider the request. Not that I doubt that it is Mary asking, but I sense that if I agree, I will be taking on a great task. Am I ready for this? Her pilgrimage route could be anywhere in the world.

  To refuse, however, would be like refusing life itself. Something inside me overcomes any doubt and I give her my answer: Yes.

  * * *

  That night the door to a great adventure was opened. It began with three and a half years of research.

  Something made me take an interest in Lake Constance in southern Germany. That first summer I managed to lure my wife (Kirstin Pinstrup Thomsen) on a camping holiday in that area. In a previous meditation, I had been told that it would be expedient to make a stop at the convent of Hildegard of Bingen, west of Frankfurt. Here I somehow expected to be given a hint about where in southern Germany we might find traces of the route. So I sat down in the church of the convent to ‘tune in’ to Mary. It was actually just like turning the knob on an old radio to try to find a station on a certain frequency. Great was my surprise when Mary came through quite clearly and said, ‘The route starts here!’ She later added that our course was to be ‘30 kilometers south and then turn right’. We drove approximately 30 kilometers south and turned right. Here we were given new directions: ‘30 kilometers south-west, over a bridge and turn left’. We carried on, crossed a bridge and immediately saw a signpost to the ruined convent of Disibodenberg. Was this a coincidence? This was where Hildegard had spent 37 years of her life. Hildegard – one of the most significant religious figures of the Middle Ages. I was given further instructions, but at some stage we lost the thread and ended up at Lake Constance. Here, however, I did not sense any of the special ‘Mary-energy’ and received no confirmation.

  After a couple of days’ holiday by the Rhine, Kirstin and I went to see the Rhine Falls. Here I found the energy again. I sensed Mary’s presence and was overwhelmed by the impressive waterfall. This place was clearly on the route, and at the time, I understood it to be the end goal of the pilgrimage.

  Driving home, I was given directions for the route up across Schwarzwald.

  In the summer of 2002 I walked the 420 kilometers from Bingen to the Rhine Falls, quite convinced that the route ended there. But on my arrival, sitting in the church by the waterfall, I felt no release and I received no confirmation from Mary. I found this very harsh after all the hardships of my trek, and my tears flowed freely. I was very frustrated and needed help to carry on. Later, by a lucky coincidence, I happened to meet a clear-sighted woman, Grethe Toftlund Nielsen, who was able to help me by mediating a communication with Mary for me. Grethe is able to facilitate a connection with spiritual levels without personally coloring the contact. I have since used Grethe whenever I have been in doubt. My driving force and guide throughout the journey has been my direct contact with Mary, and the experiences I have had in the landscape. But during my search there have been things I could not understand and here I have looked to Grethe for explanation. Mary has, however, only given me directions through Grethe if my own search and experiences had brought me to the point where the answer was just below the surface. Throughout the book I have been careful to state when contact has been via Grethe.

  Through Grethe, Mary told me that the pilgrimage route went on from the Rhine Falls to her house in Ephesus – the site near Izmir on the west coast of Turkey where Mary is said to have spent the last years of her life, and which is now a place of pilgrimage. In Mary’s time Ephesus was a great city with more than 200,000 inhabitants – a cosmopolitan port and the gateway to ‘Asia’, busy with shipping bound for the rest of the Roman Empire. In the mountains south of the town lies ‘Mary’s House’ and this was apparently where her pilgrimage really ended.

  It took me a couple of days to absorb this information. The challenge was much greater than I had expected. Would I be physically able to walk so far – and was I prepared to do it? Had I the right to be absent from my duties at home for so long? From the running of my architect’s office and our farm? My legs might not last out the whole walk.

  I decided that I could at least try to determine the key locations of the route.

  Even on the 420 kilometers of my first journey, I had found it difficult to believe that Mary herself had walked so far. Though she had told me several times that this was the case, I found it simply too unlikely. But when she now repeated this yet again through Grethe, I had to give in.

  I had to now think of the route as a road that could have been walked nearly 2000 years ago.

  In 2003 and early in 2004 Kirstin and I spent our holidays in Italy and Greece to try and find the key locations of the route: towns or holy places where I – after some training – could sense and recognize Mary’s energy. As if she had left a special scent in her footprints.

  Slowly the general outline of the route was beginning to take shape. I now hoped to have a chance to make the actual journey in the not-too-distant future. Based on my first walk, I calculated that it would take nearly four months to do the whole pilgrimage, which I judged to be between 2,000 and 2,500 kilometers. I thought I would have to wait several years and perhaps even until I retired. For many years I have run my own architect’s practice where I design and oversee the construction of a wide variety of buildings. There has always been more than enough to do, and I could hardly imagine having the time to take such a long holiday. But in 2004, by a very strange coincidence, I suddenly had a four-month break between two jobs. Very odd, seeing as how there had been so much to do over the last two years that I had almost had to work double time. On the other hand I had now saved up just what was needed for the journey – and suddenly I had the time. Once again my wife Kirstin supported me. She promised to see to my duties at home. The impossible had come to pass, everything was arranged, and I could start out on the walk of my life.


  PART I

  TO BE CREATED

  Germany, France, Switzerland
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  1

  The Journey Opens

  Hildegard – Temples in the landscape – Pfalz

  It is drizzling and I am wearing my waterproofs. With my rucksack on my back, I pass through grapevines along a narrow lane parallel to the Rhine. The beauty of the landscape unfolds before me despite the wet weather. Mountains rise up in the north, sometimes towering towards the river, sometimes retreating and sending inviting, lush runnels down to the river bank. The green vineyards cling like a wet vest to the mountain sides. The rain blots out all colors, turning the river water grey. It flows along perfectly peacefully. Here the Rhine is wide and in the broad riverbed it does not reveal its enormous power. Further down is Rüdesheim and, on the opposite bank, Bingen.

  I am on my way to the convent of Hildegard of Bingen. I climb a small hill, and the twin towers of the convent come into sight across the vineyards. I am glad to see it again and quite excited too. In that church, in a very short time, I shall begin my pilgrimage.

  I take a deep breath and enter the church. The nave is dark. A single lamp casts a feeble light over the front pews. From a large mosaic in the apse Jesus looks down over the nave, and on the tall wall to the left Hildegard greets me from a large painting.

  At the back of the church I put down my rucksack and light a candle in front of a small statue of the Virgin. I walk up the aisle to the altar rails. I am anxious, for I know that the beginning is important. This is where the door of the tour will be opened.

  I have brought small gifts as tangible tokens of my gratitude for being allowed to make this journey in the company of the Virgin Mary. I sense that I am to place the gifts on the broad cover-stone of the rails. Gifts are important. I would have liked to have picked a rose for Mary myself. There was no time for that, and instead I have brought flowers which my wife and good neighbors have given me. A pink rose, variously colored tulip petals, and a heart-shaped stone. After carefully arranging my gifts, I sit down and let calm and quiet fill my body and soul. I say a short prayer, in which I contact the Virgin Mary and tell her I am ready to travel her pilgrimage route. I ask for help to be obedient and to trust in her instructions as I make the journey. I conclude by asking for her protection.

  As if with a voice from within me, Mary answers that my gifts are accepted. The heart-shaped stone from me, the rose from my wife, and the tulip petals from my neighbors. ‘The rose and the tulip petals show that you are rooted in the place where you live. That is good.’

  For a fleeting moment I feel ashamed. My hastiness with the gifts cannot be hidden from Mary.
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  I have started journeys here in this church twice before and, each time, a ceremony seems to play itself out in my mind’s eye. In front of me I see not only the Virgin Mary but also the archangel, St. Michael. They ask me to accompany them up to the altar. Physically I remain seated, but it is as if the figure of my soul steps out of my body and goes with them. I walk up to the altar with Mary and Michael on each side of me. We bow, turn and approach an imaginary christening font. Here they sprinkle me with water, and explain that this is a purification. We return to the altar and Mary and Michael address themselves to God. They say I am ready. We are answered that the road is open for me. ‘You will meet three challenges on your way: endurance, fervor and joy.’ For a while we remain standing there, and to my great surprise, an imaginary dove suddenly flies down and lands on my head. I can hardly believe it. This is the very symbol of the Holy Ghost. ‘Not only have you been blessed, the embodiment of my blessing has been sent to go with you. On this journey you are granted the power to give blessing.’

  The ceremony at the altar is over. I am asked to physically approach the rails. Mary, the figure of my soul and Michael come down from the altar. They pass through me, turn and enter into me. I am ready. I give thanks and we leave the church. The journey can commence.

  * * *

  Before me lies the outline of a route that winds its way down through Germany, France, Switzerland, Italy and Greece, ending in Ephesus on the west coast of Turkey. Unlike the pilgrimage routes to Santiago de Compostella which are dedicated to the disciple James, this route is dedicated to the Virgin Mary. The remains of the house where she is thought to have lived out the last years of her life were discovered at Ephesus in the 1800s, through a vision. The vision was supported by archaeological findings, and for nearly a hundred years now the Roman Catholic Church has recognized the site as ‘The House of the Virgin Mary’.

  Unlike the James Way, there are no hostels along Mary’s pilgrimage route and it is not mapped or signposted. Maybe the route was well known in former times, but today there are no details to be found.

  However unlikely it may seem, Mary is said to have walked the route herself, shortly after the death of Christ. I have been told this over and over again. This puzzles me. Why in the world would Mary start a pilgrimage from here? She must somehow or other have come to Europe and then turned back here, the return journey becoming her pilgrimage route. Hildegard’s convent was originally on the other side of the Rhine, in Bingen, but has recently been reconstructed where it stands today. Mary was somewhere in the vicinity, but she seems to have chosen the convent as the starting point for my journey due to the fact that it is today a fully operating and lively place – and because of Hildegard, a woman who was a significant female figure in medieval religious life.

  
    HILDEGARD VON BINGEN

    Hildegard lived from 1098 to 1179 and was known by her contemporaries as ‘The Sibyl of the Rhine’. At the oracle of Delphi, the Greek Sibyl put into words the gods’ answers to people’s questions. Hildegard, however, received divine visions of impressive magnitude. Visions about the whole of Creation and its mysteries. About Jesus and the redemption of Man through him, in which Mary and the feminine aspect played a part. About cosmic man, the Holy Spirit, angels and much else. She wrote works on herbal medicines based on her own experiences and findings. She understood that man and nature were organically connected, and saw this as the explanation of nature’s healing power. In addition to this she wrote liturgical songs.

    Hildegard was acknowledged by the Pope, and her advice was sought on theological, medical and political matters. Her answers were often very blunt and direct.

    Hildegard’s manifestation of femininity shone in an otherwise totally male-dominated world.

  

  Now I take my first steps. I leave the convent and walk downhill, down to Rüdesheim. Then I sail over to Bingen on a little passenger ferry.

  The sun has not broken through the mist yet. The air is cool and refreshing. The other seven or eight passengers are sitting inside. I have taken a seat right up front in the bows where I can feel the spray of the water on my face. I feel as though I am being cleansed and baptized in the waters of the Great Mother. After all, the Rhine is one of Europe’s major mother rivers – life-giver to great areas of land. We put in at Bingen. There is no gangway so we jump from the boat up onto the jetty. This is where the pilgrimage has its beginning – its root. Today Bingen is an industrial town full of large companies and with a busy railway. I slip over to the west bank of the River Nahe to the ruins of the Rupertsberg convent which Hildegard founded in 1150. The convent no longer exists. There are only a few meager remains.

  I have been very much in doubt as to whether the Virgin Mary really had been this far up in Europe, so it is important for me to determine whether it was actually possible to walk here 2000 years ago. Determine whether there is any archaeological evidence of paths and roads dating back to the first half of the first century.

  Sources do in fact show that Drusus, stepson of Caesar Augustus, built a river fortress, ‘Castellum Bingium’, at this location in the year 11 BC. The fortress stood until 355 AD. Archaeologists have even shown that during the first decade AD a wooden bridge was built across the River Nahe. It wasn’t destroyed until 70 AD, so in Mary’s time there was a good bridge here.

  Hildegard and Mary presumably both followed the west bank southwards, each in their own time. Today the road is a very busy highway, so I choose to follow the beautiful cycle path on the east bank instead, the Nahe Radwanderweg. Germany is blessed with an extremely well-developed network of cycle roads on which traffic is sparse and one is free to concentrate on one’s thoughts and surroundings. The path winds across flat fields and through small towns.

  It is my first day, and I have to get into my stride. My shoelaces need retying. The straps of my rucksack need adjusting. My body needs adjusting too. After a few kilometers my limbs loosen up and I get into a good rhythm. It feels good to be underway. I fill my lungs with fresh air. Happily greet the few cyclists I meet.

  At intervals I try to concentrate on my inner thoughts – seek inwards – but am interrupted by a ringing bicycle bell, a tractor in a field, a low-flying heron, a stinking manure heap outside a village. I drink it all in. Am so absorbed in everything that I even lose my way once or twice. So I have to consult the map and find my way back onto the route. I am well stocked with maps. Hiking maps for the first 1,000 kilometers. They weigh over a kilo. I have altogether more weight on my back than I had planned. I had aimed at keeping it down to 10 kilos. Everything was meticulously weighed and, except for a single change of clothing, I am wearing practically all I have brought. Lightweight trousers, lightweight shirts, lightweight sleeping bag, waterproofs and a good fleece. I have not brought a tent as campsites are few and far between, and because I prefer to have a shower after the sweat of the day. After having packed my rucksack, I was still within my weight limit but had forgotten my collection of maps, a liter of water and fruit for lunch. On top of all that, I ended up adding a pile of brochures and booklets about the places I visited. The whole thing quickly shot up to 14–15 kilos. It took some getting used to.

  After nearly 30 kilometers I reach Bad Kreuznach, a town which has sprouted along the banks of the River Nahe. Today it is a well-known spa town, which may also have been the case in Mary’s day.

  The Romans set great store by the mild climate and life-giving waters of this valley, and archaeologists tell of a flourishing Roman culture here in the centuries around the birth of Christ. Once in Bad Kreuznach, I am set on getting to the hostel where I have made a reservation. The hostel turns out to be at the opposite end of the town – a long walk and uphill all the way. I suddenly sense that Mary is becoming distant. Going up here is not what she has chosen for me. She accepts it reluctantly because I have a reservation, but she would rather I had stayed down in the town where she herself had spent the night. I resolve not to make any more reservations.

  I have not listened to Mary’s instructions properly and have gone astray. She suggests that we accept my straying as beginner’s error and try to do things differently from now on.

  I promise to do better, but I might as well admit now that this becomes a recurring theme of the journey.

  I am a rational person, and like to be in control of myself and my situation. I like looking at maps and having some idea of where I am going. I don’t dare to surrender myself to my intuition and to trust unquestioningly the inner voice which I ascribe to Mary. For how do I know when it isn’t just my imagination playing tricks on me?

  Sometimes I can guess Mary’s probable route. But often the road takes unexpected turns, and if I am not paying proper attention to Mary I end up on the wrong track. At every crossroads, I have to ask her which way she went and trust to my intuition for the answer. If I do go the wrong way I usually realize my mistake when I sense her absence or when I land in some tiresome situation: heavy traffic, detours over steep hills or the lack of a certain special warmth in the landscape. Luckily I have had the opportunity to practice communicating on my earlier journeys, but it is not easy having to concentrate non-stop.

  I usually find Mary speaks to me in my right ear, as if she is walking – or gliding – right next to me. I hear an inner voice and as a rule I answer with my own inner voice. At times, though, the situation seems so real that I catch myself speaking aloud.

  When I need to choose which path to take, it happens that Mary expresses herself in words, but often I cannot grasp the words, and instead have to try and envisage which way she turns.

  Through wordless conversation, Mary and I now agree on clearer signals:

  


  
    
    
    
      	-
      	If she spreads out her arms, opening her cloak, it means: Here I have rested. You are on the route.
    

    
      	-
      	If she raises only one arm, it means that I am to go in the direction her arm indicates.
    

    
      	-
      	If she draws the cloak tightly around her, it is a sign that the place is not on the route.
    

  

  From Bad Kreuznach Mary took a road going west, out of the town and up over the highlands. I am allowed to choose freely whether to take this road or to follow the valley. I decide to continue on the cycle path along the River Nahe. The beautiful undisturbed cycle path affords me the peace and quiet to turn my concentration inwards. Long unbroken stretches are best for this purpose. I practice being present on an inner spiritual level while at the same time being completely aware of the surrounding nature. It is quite fantastic to walk at the edge of a wood with all its scents, birdsong and traversing animals, and happy are the moments when I perceive the supernatural tones with which the soul of the wood seems to make itself known.

  When I arrive at the junction where the cycle path meets up with the old road, it is as if Hildegard joins us. As if she has accompanied us from Bingen. I am happy. We join up and, however strange it may sound, it is as if there are three of us walking and talking together, despite there being a thousand years between each of our lives.

  My work as an architect is all about building things. Solid objects and very concrete discussions with workmen. I am a practical person and enjoy physical labor. My wife and I have a smallholding with some land attached to it. There are incessant jobs to be done and a constant effort to make ends meet. One would think this down-to-earth side of me would be a stark contrast to supersensory experiences. But I have learnt to trust my intuition, to sort out the worst self-asserting experiences, to trust my first impulses and especially to trust sensations which take me by surprise. To me, walking and talking with Mary, as if she were right beside me in the flesh, is entirely real.

  I am told that the journey from Bingen to Disibodenberg is a pilgrimage in itself. An illustration of the main pilgrimage. I have been in Disibodenberg several times, and each time has been an enormous experience. So I look forward to the visit.

  Hildegard is obviously pleased to see Disibodenberg. She says it is the most beautiful place on earth.

  She lived here from when she was 14 years old till she was 52. The mountain – or hill – is named after an Irish monk, Disibod, who settled here as a hermit in the 7th century. Before then, the place had been a site of both Celtic and Roman cult worship.

  The remains of the abbey lie on a wooded hill in the middle of the valley. The ground between the trees and the many remains is carpeted in grass. The large church and extensive buildings bear witness to an impressive abbey which in its day housed a great number of monks and nuns.
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  Last time I was here, Hildegard led me up to the ruined church and to my surprise she asked me to kneel before the altar. There I felt a divine presence and heard it speak to me: ‘I am pleased with what you are doing. There is something I want you to do: bless the route where you walk.’ I objected: ‘How am I able to bless? I cannot do this.’ ‘Yes, you can. I authorize you to give blessing in my name.’

  On my present journey I have again been granted permission to give blessings; so, with much assistance, I formulate a blessing: ‘In the name of God I bless this place as being a part of the Virgin Mary’s pilgrimage. May this be revealed to all who come here, and may they be blessed.’

  I bless all the significant places on my journey, and each time, the statement of the blessing somehow seems to physically settle there. Like lighting a candle to mark the route.

  So here I am again at Disibodenberg, as full of anticipation as last time. After ‘finding the frequency’ – tuning in to the energy of the place – we walk up towards the old abbey gateway. I realize at once that we are processing. Hildegard, Mary and I, side by side. Slowly and in a stately manner. Through the gateway, into the abbey grounds, down along the old south wall of the church, through the entrance at the west end of the nave and into the aisle.

  Here stands an enormous oak tree divided at its foot into three great trunks. There is strong symbolism in this division. I position myself between the trunks, attempting to sense whether they represent the Holy Trinity. It is as if the tree answers ‘Yes: The Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.’ ‘Is it not: The Father, the Son and the Mother?’ I ask. ‘No,’ comes the answer, ‘I abide by the interpretation of the church!’ And I must admit this is very loyal, seeing as how we are inside what used to be a church.

  The remains of the old walls are all that is left to give an impression of the contours of the church. Yet it is as if the old church rises up out of the turf, forming invisible arches. We proceed up the aisle. There seem to be hundreds of monks on either side of us. They are all pleased to see Hildegard and Mary, and to my surprise they also seem to be looking at me with admiration. I try to ignore them. Mary and Hildegard lead me up through the nave to the heart of the church. They stop, and it becomes clear that I am supposed to say something. I pull myself together and make a little speech about my journey, concluding by donating a malachite stone to the church. Stand a while with Mary and Hildegard. Am then told to go up and sit on the chancel steps.

  I inadvertently sit down with my back to the altar. Somehow this seems odd – but that is apparently the way it is meant to be. Sit for a while and study the dancing butterflies. Suddenly sense two dark figures approaching from behind to place a crown on my head. They come from the direction of the altar so for a moment I very nearly accept their actions, but then I feel the dove on my head trapped inside the crown. I stand up abruptly, throw away the crown and say angrily: ‘No one shall trap the dove of the Holy Spirit inside a crown!’

  The situation is tense, but seems to relax and I am asked to approach the altar itself. I am surprised that I do not, as before, sense a sublime, divine power. On the contrary I am encircled by abbots bowing and scraping to me. ‘Stop it!’ I say. ‘You must praise the spiritual impulse I represent, not me.’ Again the situation becomes tense, almost threatening. I turn sharply and go down to the center of the transept, the heart of the church. Mary and Hildegard follow me. First, following Mary’s directions, we walk along the southern transept and turn to face the assembly in the side aisle and chapel. Then walk across and do the same thing in the northern transept. Return to the heart and pace down through the nave. Everything is done firmly and with steady steps, as if we are defying the assembly. Finally I climb up between the three trunks of the oak tree. Thank the tree for its years of contribution and establish the fact that a new impulse is now needed. I then leave the church with Mary and Hildegard the same way we came in. Mary hurries me on. There are clearly other powers at work here – dark powers. We aim for the new chapel where we have arranged to say our goodbyes to Hildegard, but first we stop just outside the church and turn to confront the dark powers behind us. I see immediately that I am up against something far greater than I can deal with and that I need help. I invoke St. Michael. At the opening of my journey, in the convent of Hildegard of Bingen, I had been granted St. Michael’s help if ever I should need it. He appears now with his shining sword and enters the church. We wait. ‘The dragon awakes,’ says Mary. ‘We do not have much time.’ Shortly afterwards Michael comes out again. The dark powers are pacified but something is still rumbling. Mary hurries me on again and we make haste to the new chapel. Michael remains outside while Mary and I go in and take our leave of Hildegard. Again Mary hurries me on, saying that we must cross the river before four o’clock. I judge that we should be able to make it easily in the 20-odd minutes we have, and take time to say goodbye properly.

  Then, swiftly, we leave the chapel and the hill of ruins. I find my rucksack and we hasten, half running, down to the road and on southwards, down to the town. Despite sensing that I must not focus my attention on the abbey – not look up there – I send Hildegard a final greeting and take a quick glimpse back at the chapel. Immediately register a searching stare from the church. We hurry across the river, and make it over just before four o’clock. Greatly relieved, I continue along the cycle path towards Meisenheim.

  A kilometer later, Mary says we can relax and talk. She asks me what I thought about the episode in the church.

  ‘It was a test,’ I answer. ‘My ego thrived on their admiration and that brought on the test. I feel that I handled the situation responsibly, but I was very much in doubt as to the deeper meaning of it.’

  ‘Yes, you passed the test,’ says Mary, ‘but everything that happens on this journey happens on two levels. There is a personal level and a deeper, spiritual level.’ I ask why we had to leave in such a hurry. Mary answers: ‘There is no reason to stay standing at the edge of an erupting volcano.’ She continues, telling me that many dark powers have been building up underground and that the bubble was about to burst as a result of my rejection of the crown and my establishing that the era of the oak tree was ended. St. Michael pricked the bubble, causing it to explode. During such an explosion the dark powers – or lost souls – have a few minutes to attach themselves onto something before being pulled away, their first goal being whatever caused the explosion. ‘And if you had still been on that side of the river, they would have clung to you. It was for your sake we had to hurry, and it worked. You acted well. You did and said the right thing.’ Mary ends: ‘On this basis I look forward to the rest of the journey.’

  * * *

  In Meisenheim the next morning I do not get properly tuned in. The churches are closed and I set off without being certain of my way.

  Mary tells me that I must start by focusing my attention on her and make a point of consciously picking up the thread from the day before. Otherwise she will spend ages struggling to catch up before we can make contact.

  She informs me that the challenge of the day is endurance, and she is right. My body is tired and wants to stop, but this is only day three and it is much too early for self-pity. I spend large parts of the day on a very busy road to Otterberg with the occasional relief of an alternative cycle path. On one such path I pass right by some ruins.

  
    ROMAN COURTYARD
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    ‘The buildings (34x16 meters) stood around a square yard. The west and north wings were residential and bath houses.

    The construction shows a functionally planned courtyard, with decorative ressauts and door frames in a representative frontage. The south-western remains are from a farm building …

    The site is on an unfavorably low-lying protrusion in the bottom of a valley. The construction was originally erected in the 1st century AD, as a half-timbered building. Shortly afterwards it was extended in stone. The extremely damp subsoil called for extensive groundwork and the use of large foundation plates.

    The place apparently fell into disuse in the 3rd century’

    Signboard at the ruin

  

  However insignificant this ruin may seem, it is important for the pilgrimage route. A representational Roman farm with bathing facilities in such a low-lying situation would hardly have been any ordinary farm. On the other hand the stretch of meadowland between the farm and the stream would have been excellent grazing and so I presume that at this farm one could find a bed, a bath and overnight grazing for one’s horses and draught animals. That is to say, a hostel. In other words an important road must have passed this way in Mary’s time, important enough to have hostels. More proof that it was possible to walk this way 2000 years ago.
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  A bypass has been built around Otterberg so I turn onto a gravel road. Uphill and into a forest. By the roadside I find a milestone from the year 1613 telling me I have found the original main road to Otterberg. Most old main roads from before 1700 are assumed to have been used as major thoroughfares since ancient times, for methods of transport did not change significantly and there was therefore no call to change the roads. One traveled on foot, by horse or in carts drawn by horses or oxen. Not until the introduction of royal and imperial stagecoaches did the road patterns change. A milestone from 1613 could even be a mark of a thoroughfare a thousand years old.

  The forest stretches right in to the center of Otterberg. My road comes out onto a high ridge from where I can see the great church of the monastery towering up at the center of the medieval town.

  Medieval travelers must have been met by the same sight and for an instant the ages merge. I might just as easily have been a pilgrim in the 14th century.

  
    CISTERCIAN CHURCH IN OTTERBERG

    The magnificent church in Otterberg was built between 1168 and 1254. In the early days it was part of a large Cistercian monastery which flourished in the 1300s. Today the church is used by both Catholic and Protestant congregations. Central to the church is a very powerful large modern wooden sculpture of Mary.

  

  I stay at the hotel next door to the church. I find out that there happens to be an opera performance in the church that evening. Rappresentatione di Anima e di Corpo, composed by Emilio de Cavalieri in the year 1600. The music surges through the church, thrown back and forth back by the great arches. Here, opera comes into its own. Moreover the plot is remarkably relevant to me. The play between the body (Corpo) and the soul (Anima). The body is personified in a depraved male figure and the soul in a pure female figure. After a series of interludes the body realizes that it loves the soul and it all ends happily with a warm union between them.

  The next day Mary leads me out of Otterberg by a back road. We pass south-east of the center of Kaiserlautern and reach Pfälzer Wald – the Palatinate Forest. A colossal forest area I need to cross. I try to follow the signposted paths. Get lost at first, and when I do that, I tend to be impetuous and act rashly. Luckily I recognize the signs and instead sit down and eat my lunch. I study my compass and see that the route I had picked first had actually been the right one. Enjoy walking for hours under shady, leafy treetops or between majestic fir trees. The air is fresh and very pure. My lungs almost gulp it in, letting it flow in to their farthest corners.

  Later that afternoon I reach my goal in the middle of the forest, Johanniskreuz. An old and significant crossroads set at the highest point in the area. There are two hotels offering cheap accommodation here. The place does not distinguish itself with a vantage point or dramatic rocks. It is more a large clearing fringed with old deciduous trees. At first sight it is not particularly notable. But all the same something grand and somehow raw shines here. There are a couple of forest restaurants full of people. Men and women in black leather stand around impressive and highly polished motorbikes. The place is swarming with motorcyclists. Several larger roads meet here and traffic is intense. The revving up of the motorbikes especially paints a raw sound-picture. Even so, on special occasions, open-air worship is held at the edge of the forest. There is a small church here. Quite new. It is dedicated to both John the Baptist and John the Disciple. Perhaps the origins of the name Johanniskreuz (John’s Cross) are uncertain and so it has been decided to take both Johns. I allow myself to believe that the name has its earliest origins in the disciple John of whom it is told that he was loved by Jesus and of whom Jesus required that he be like a son to Mary. It is also said that he then stayed at Mary’s side for the rest of her life. I remember that even on my first visit to Johanniskreuz I got the feeling that he had accompanied Mary here.

  Mary later confirmed this, and Grethe elaborated:

  
    ‘That which my son spoke of on the cross was done. John became my new son. He became the one who, at a worldly level, dealt with the loving contact with Jesus that I had lost.

    ‘I just want to tell you that even though a lot is written about the resurrection, Jesus did not live on in an actual physical form. He lived on in spiritual form. But those who knew his spirit had no difficulty in recognizing him. He was capable of recreating his form in a spiritual – almost tangible – body. It was tangible! This lasted until his ascension. I knew that Jesus would only be able to wear his spiritual body for a limited time.

    ‘I mention this here to draw attention to the fact that John now became my companion and that he was my companion on my journey. At times he stayed a little longer somewhere, while I went on alone. But he had dedicated his life to taking care of me. So he was always somewhere close by. Therefore you will be able to sense his presence also.

    ‘It could be quite dangerous for a woman of my stature and delicacy to travel such a long way alone, so he was there to protect me. One might assume that I was protected by God. And so I was. But even though one is protected by God, there can still be dangers lurking along your way.’

  

  Here at Johanniskreuz it feels as though John and Mary crossed their own tracks. The first time I was here I was confused by all the tracks I sensed. As if they went north and south as well as east and west. Later I realized that Mary and John originally seem to have come from France and crossed through here going east. On their way home from Bingen they seem – like now – to have come from the north on their way south. It becomes more and more clear to me that John is to play an important role in a new, modern understanding of Christianity. Perhaps ancient stories of John crossing his own track through here sowed the idea of the name Johanniskreuz.

  * * *

  Next day I manage to tune in properly. In the thicket outside the hotel I pick up the threads of the route. I review the journey so far, and add to it the stage for today. As I am setting out from the highest point of the forest, the trail is now downhill. Down along the same stream for over 11 kilometers without meeting a soul. In the quiet of the forest and by the gurgling stream I ponder the question of whether I am doing this journey for my own sake, or whether there is some higher purpose. Basically I am doing it for myself. Deep down inside I want to know whether I am capable of carrying through what I have taken on. Whether I am still, at the age of 54, physically able to do it. But I also want to know whether I am capable of following a deep inner impulse, not knowing where it will take me. An impulse which nevertheless seems to concerns the very meaning of life.

  Maybe it is my soul I am listening to. Perhaps walking ‘Mary’s Way’ means that I am to work on my inner feminine aspects. I suppose I am also hoping to become a more whole person. After Disibodenberg, Mary told me the journey is taking place on two levels, and I am certainly not blind to the fact that there is some higher purpose too. That I am serving the Virgin Mary, and I am involved in accomplishing something very specific. Nonetheless, in the course of our conversations, Mary tells me repeatedly that it is my own personal journey, a journey to teach me to trust my feminine side. Though she also says that I will find I am doing it for other people’s sake too.

  It is clear that I must be careful not to turn the whole thing into some great missionary expedition for something outside myself.
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  In the oldest church in Merzalben there is an interesting statue of Mother Mary standing atop a globe with her right foot on a snake which is winding itself around the earth. She has her left foot on the moon. Mary explains that the symbolism is correct. She elaborates on this, saying she is neither the mother of the earth nor the queen of the earth.

  We pass through a beautiful valley, Waschtal, where a small waterfall cascades down into a lake. We come across a tall tree, full of buds, which puts me in mind of the sculptures of Aphrodite with her multitude of breasts. A wondrous little valley – feminine, I am tempted to say. Just before I got here, I had been given a telling-off. We had come to a small mountain, which bothered me. According to the map, my path went up over the mountain and, in my mind, the mountain became quite insurmountable. The railway ran straight through it, and I considered taking the train this short distance. I asked Mary if this would be alright. She told me off. ‘If you are well and fit, you can manage the walk. If you cannot manage it you are weak and should perhaps not have ventured out on a journey such as this. For all you know, your greatest experience may await you on this very stretch?’

  I refrained from taking the train and found a path round the mountain which brought me to this lovely valley. The highlight of the day.

  Yesterday’s journey took me through a forest, and so far today has again been a forest walk. Now, the sky opens up in front of me once more as I come out of the trees into this long valley, ringed with remarkable stone formations. I have arrived at Felsland and stay the night at a youth hostel in Dahn.

  * * *

  Further down the valley I find a steep path leading up to a little airfield. Here, high above the lowland is a horizontal plateau, an enormous field of grass used as a runway for small private planes.

  I get caught in a heavy shower and take shelter in an open-sided shed. Sitting there under cover and enjoying the view, I experience an almost solemn atmosphere about the place. Sense that the landscape has some quite special quality about it. As if Heaven is especially close to Earth here.

  Whereas in Bingen I sensed I was at the root of the stage, this place seems to be the peak – the crowning glory.

  For several years I have been part of a group who, with the guidance of the Englishman Peter Dawkins, have studied natural landscapes that seem almost to form temples. As in the human body, there are areas in the landscape that show all the chakras and they have an energy structure similar to that underlying the physical body. In the East one finds comprehensive definitions of the human energy centers – chakras. Each chakra can be seen as the life-energy that regulates and functions within a certain area of the body. Chakras are a sort of focal point – whorls or wheels of energy.

  With time I have learnt to accept and apply Eastern terminology for energy, and it is now a long time since I learnt that there are seven major chakras, which together make up a unified system.

  In the same way, it is possible to find certain landscapes that make up a unified energy structure, comprising the same energy points as the human body. In the case of human beings one could say that the energy of one’s personality is absorbed into physical form – the skeletal structure of the body. We do not think of landscapes as having personality. Nonetheless, many landscapes do seem to have a similar quality.

  Looking back on this stage of my journey, I can see the pattern:

  
    The Root chakra is in Bingen. With its manufacturing industries and lively exchange of goods, the town has strong, worldly roots. Providing for daily needs.

    The next chakra is known by its Japanese name Hara or the English term Sacral. Water is central to the Sacral chakra. And like water, this energy seems rather to flow, dance and merge. Bad Kreuznach is the water town. The river running through it, the spa baths and the parks with dance and music pavilions bear witness to sacral energy.

    The symbol of the Solar Plexus chakra is fire. In the human body, fire is associated with the burning of energy and with purification processes. We also associate emotion with fire, and my test at Disibodenberg was definitely emotional.

    The Heart chakra is of course in the chest. The heart is surrounded by the lung system so the element of the Heart chakra is air. Air can symbolize that energy is no longer bound to something physical but can appear in a free form and be seen, for example, as spirit or wisdom. Johanneskreuz is situated on high terrain in the midst of a large forest – like an enormous ribcage. It is a popular recreational venue. I see it as a Heart chakra.

    The narrow valley around Dahn resembles a throat. Sound, which characterizes various forms of communication, is formed in the Throat chakra. Sound is the symbolic element for this chakra and in nature it often calls forth echo and song.

    Often the Throat chakra in nature is cut off from the areas of the heart by a valley or a lake.

    The Brow or Third Eye chakra of the body is placed just over or between the eyebrows. This chakra deals with intuition, spiritual impulses and higher consciousness.

    The highest chakra of the body, the Crown chakra, is placed directly above the crown of the head and is where our spiritual essence appears to reside. A Crown chakra can be difficult to place in nature. For one thing, it can be difficult to distinguish from a Brow chakra. For another, it may not even be a particular physical characteristic but may float above the ground. In such places one can experience the dividing line between heaven and earth as unbelievably narrow. As if one is very close to the divine. I feel that closeness here at the airfield. I cannot say where Brow ends and Crown begins.
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