
Pilgrimage to Our Lady of Kibeho 

In 1994, the small African country of Rwanda experienced a horrific event: a genocide in which 

the majority Hutu’s began what appeared to be a systematic slaughter of the minority Tutsi’s.  

Over the next 4 months, more than 800,000 people, were brutally killed by machete or gun or 

any other means available.  It was an event in which neighbor killed neighbor; people who had 

formerly been friends became enemies; and the international community and the UN did little 

to stop the bloodshed. 

However, 10 years earlier, the Blessed Mother had appeared to some school girls in the small 

village of Kibeho, predicting “rivers of blood” and the terrible bloodshed that would come—if 

the people did not turn to prayer and to God.  It began when, on November 27, 1981, the girls 

of the school were in their dormitory for the night.  According to Anathalie Mukamazimpaka 

(who also later saw the Virgin Mary), Alphonsine Mumureke “was talking to someone exactly as 

if she were talking on the phone.”  Soon after, Mary appeared to Anathalie, then to a third girl, 

Marie Clair Mukangango.  Over the next years, the girls would spend countless hours talking 

with Mary, who identified herself as Nyina w Jambo, the Mother of the Word.  The apparitions 

were approved by the Church in June of 2001. 

Kibeho is the only approved Marian apparition on the African continent, and despite the 

immense devotion to Our Lady of the Word in Rwanda and the neighboring countries, very few 

know of it outside Africa. 

Recently, Fr. John Bateman, pastor of St. Francis Xavier Parish in Gettysburg, felt a call in his 

prayer to travel to Kibeho.  And so this past November he joined about 40 pilgrims and 

Immaculee Ilibigeza (who survived the Rwandan Genocide by hiding for 3-months in a small 

bathroom with 8 other women) on a pilgrimage to the “heart of Africa” to visit Mary. 

Gathering the first evening in Kigali, the capital city of Rwanda, the pilgrims shared stories of 

why they had come.  Some sought physical healing, others had felt drawn to Kibeho as part of 

their own long journey of forgiveness, but Fr. Bateman shared that he didn’t know why he 

had been called to travel so far—just that he HAD been called and, in obedience to Mary’s 

call in his prayer, made the long journey over the Thanksgiving holiday. 

They set out on a 5-hour bus ride on narrow, dirt roads, praying and singing as we went.  Most 

especially we prayed the Seven Sorrows Rosary—a devotion that Mary told Marie Clair was an 

old devotion and prayer chaplet, but that had been forgotten.  The events of the coming 

Genocide that Mary revealed to the children made clear why the Seven Sorrows Rosary was the 

right prayer for the right moment in history.  The prayer chaplet, much like a Rosary, helps us to 

meditate on the Seven Sorrows of Mary (the prophecy of Simeon; the flight into Egypt; the loss 



of the Child Jesus in the Temple; Mary meets her Son on the way to Calvary; the Crucifixion; 

Mary holding her dead son in her arms; the placing of Jesus’ body in the tomb). 

During the 5-day visit to the Shrine of Our Lady of Kibeho, the pilgrims experienced many 

blessings and extraordinary events.  We were privileged to meet Anathalie and spend nearly 2-

hours with her as she shared her personal experiences of seeing and talking with Mary.  “Never 

in my life,” said Fr. Bateman, “did I imagine that I would talk with someone whom the Church 

states has certainly spoken with the Blessed Mother.”  Our meeting with Anathalie held all of us 

in prayer and meditation on Mary’s tremendous love for us, her children.  Anathalie shared 

with us just how much Mary cares for and is concerned about us as her children—not just the 

big things, but even the small daily events of life.  She relayed that one day, as Mary appeared 

to the three school girls, she asked them if they had enjoyed the donuts that the Bishop had 

sent them that morning.  The Blessed Mother spoke with the girls as any mother would speak 

to her children: with the most tender love, with seriousness, with comfort and, sometimes, 

with tears.  The girls developed such an tender love for Mary, that they simply called her 

“mama.”   

As news of the apparitions spread throughout the small country, tens of thousands of people 

began coming to the small Kibeho school to witness the apparitions and listen to the one-sided 

conversation between the girls of the Blessed Mother (because they crowds could only hear the 

words of the girls; they would supply the other half of the conversations when they emerged 

from their trance-like state of ecstasy.  Anathalie recalled that when Mary appeared they were 

filled with the most intense joy and peace—and as long as the vision lasted nothing around 

them was clear or obvious—unless Mary pointed it out to them.  For example, very often Mary 

would point out to the girls the many people who gathered around the girls to witness the 

apparitions; but when they looked about, they saw not people, but flowers.  Some flowers were 

vibrant and colorful, others were wilting, while still others were nearly dead.  Mary often asked 

the girls to go to a nearby stream to fetch water, which Mary would bless and ask the girls to 

“water my flowers.”  Mary would insist that they focus most especially on the “dying flowers” 

because they were the ones most in need of her blessing.  It became obvious that Mary was 

revealing to the girls that state of people’s souls and sprinkling her blessing upon them to help 

them become spiritually strong and vibrant once again. 

Mary enjoyed very much when the girls would sing to her—and Anathalie sang one of Mary’s 

favorite songs for us.  One of the things Mary shared with the girls that struck Fr. Bateman was 

Mary’s description of why Confession is important: “Good works without Confession is like flour 

mixed with ash.”    Reflecting on these words, Father realized how many of us claim that “we’re 

good people” but fail to recognize the importance and great need for the Sacrament of 

Penance in our lives.  This message fits so beautifully with the Jubilee Year of Mercy which Pope 



Francis has proclaimed.  God’s mercy is not to be forgotten or avoided—rather we should 

celebrate and experience His tender mercy as often as possible; and the place we experience it 

is in the Sacrament of Penance. 

The prayer associated with the visions of Our Lady of Kibeho is the Seven Sorrows Rosary, and it 

has become an important experience of prayer for Fr. Bateman—and he desires to share it with 

all of us.  As Mary explained the chaplet to the children she told them that everyone 

experiences suffering and trials in life—but too often we spend all our time and energy trying to 

avoid them, or complaining to God that He has abandoned us in allowing us to experience such 

difficulties.  But the Blessed Mother reminded the children of Kibeho that suffering is the 

means by which we grow closer to God; suffering is not something to be avoided at all costs, 

but rather to be united with the sufferings of Jesus and Mary, His Mother.  Everything we 

suffer, whether caused by our own actions or thrust upon us as a result of someone else’s 

actions, is an opportunity for us to grow in our union with Jesus and Mary.  Whatever our 

suffering, it pales in comparison with the suffering they accepted to bring about our salvation. 

Mary shared with the visionaries that this special prayer of union with the suffering of Jesus and 

Mary was a powerful tool to help us in our own lives: not only to draw closer to them by uniting 

our sufferings with theirs, but also the prayer was a way to help us overcome even the most 

habitual of sins—sins we have tried for years to overcome.  She also spoke, as often does, of 

how our prayer must not be just words, but must be spoken from the heart and with 

meaning—else they are empty words. 

During the pilgrimage, Father Bateman did discover why he had been called to make this 

journey to Kibeho: to be renewed in his own prayer-life; to recognize the role of suffering in live 

(including the voluntary penances we take on)—but none of it for him alone, but for the people 

to whom he ministers.  “How can I minister to God’s people unless I myself and a man of true, 

authentic prayer, who willingly and often unites his life and struggles with those of Jesus and 

Mary?”   

- You can learn much about the Messages of Our Lady of Kibeho and of the experience of 

Imaculee Ilibigeza by reading her books: Our Lady of Kibeho, and Left to Tell. 


