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Pope Benedict is doubtless all set for his visit to Austria, which begins this coming Friday, 7th September. His first stop is Vienna, where he will meet the president, members of the U.N. and international organizations, and the local bishops.  He will also pay his respects to Austrian victims of the Holocaust at Vienna's Juden Platz.
The highlight comes on Saturday, the Birthday of Our Lady, with his visit to the little Alpine resort of Mariazell. This is Austria’s national Marian shrine, and a centre for pilgrimage for Catholics throughout central Europe, although little heard of in Britain. It lies some 80 miles south-west of Vienna in Steiermark province, surrounded by the north Styrian Alps.
On Sunday (9th) Pope Benedict is due to celebrate a second Mass in Vienna, to visit Heiligenkreuz Abbey, and to meet Catholic volunteers, before returning to Rome that evening.
The origins of Mariazell can be traced back to the year 1157. The Abbot of the Benedictine monastery of St Lambrecht sent a monk named Magnus to the locality around Mariazell, which fell within the monastic lands. Magnus was commissioned to spread the Gospel and to care for the souls of the people of the region.

He was carrying with him a little lime-wood statue of Mary. As he climbed the valley, he found his way blocked by an immense rock which had fallen down the cliff. He took out his statue and beseeched the Mother of God to help him. At this, the rock is supposed to have split in half and left the path open for him.

When he arrived at his destination, Magnus placed the statue on a tree trunk and began to build a cell to serve both as his living accommodation and as a small chapel. “Maria in the Zelle” (cell) gave the place its name, Mariazell. 

The first proper church to be built at the site was a small Romanesque chapel, a gift from the Margrave Heinrich von Mähren and his wife, who were healed of a severe attack of gout at the shrine, after being directed there by St Wenceslas.
In 1330 a secular court began imposing a “Zellfahrt”, a journey to Mary’s “cell”, as penance and expiation for some convicted criminals.

The building of the Gothic church is connected with King Louis I of Hungary. In 1363, in the name of the Mother of God, 1363, he defeated a numerically superior army of marauding Turkish cavalry. In thanksgiving he donated a valuable picture of the Madonna – the Schatzkammerbild - which is still venerated on the altar of the treasury, by Hungarian pilgrims especially. The central tower and the nave originally date from this period.

Gradually the number of pilgrims became too large for the building, and the Benedictines decided to enlarge it. Over a forty year period from 1644, the entire church was reconstructed in the baroque style, typical of the Counter-Reformation period. It was given twelve side altars besides the High Altar. 

Pilgrimages flourished, with 400,000 visitors per year by 1699. Europe’s Catholic royalty frequented and endowed the shrine. It has innumerable plaques and mementoes of visits by one Emperor and Empress or another which make it feel rather “establishment.” Indeed it served as the Habsburg national shrine. The family placed the entire Austro-Hungarian Empire under the protection of Our Lady of Mariazell.
In 1907, the 750th anniversary of the shrine's founding, Pope Pius X granted a plenary indulgence to those who visited Mariazell. The church was designated a Minor Basilica.

Pope John Paul II visited the shrine as a pilgrim on September 13, 1983. This year, 2007, marks 850 years since the shrine’s foundation.
The 48 cm high statue of the Madonna is now kept inside the basilica in the Chapel of Grace, exactly over the place where the monk Magnus first built his little cell. The Virgin Mary is seated and holds the infant Jesus in her lap. Jesus carries in his hands an apple and a fig, items associated with the Fall of Adam, but here symbolizing Christ's redemption of sinful mankind.

The figures of Mary and Jesus are usually vested in rich garments, donated in the 19th century by wealthy nobility, and wear golden, jewel-encrusted crowns.
Four years ago while staying in Linz, I made a day excursion to Mariazell. Linz is the main industrial city of Lower Austria, a city with the unenviable reputation of being Hitler’s home town. The Führer had plans to glorify the city with his customary architectural megalomania into “Hitlerstadt Linz,” once Germany had won the war.

A narrow-gauge railway runs 50 miles through Alpine forests and upland pastures from the town of Sankt Pölten up to Mariazell. The day’s excursion thus happily combined my love of railways and mountains with devotion to Our Lady.

It is a few minutes walk by footpath from the station terminus to the Basilica, which dominates the town with its odd façade of a Gothic central tower flanked by two baroque side towers. Its full title is the “Basilica Mariä Geburt”, the basilica of the Birth of Mary.
Unfortunately that day the west end of the basilica was screened off and scaffolded for restorations. Workmen were noisily banging away at something –  which didn’t do much for my devotion. The whole setting, the pine woods and the mountain scenery, however, was a delight. Even the piety stalls were relatively restrained and in good taste. It was a very peaceful day.
The Mariazeller Gnadenstatue  - the Mariazell “grace-statue” is honoured as the Magna Mater Austriae, the great Mother of Austria, as Magna Domina Hungarorum, the great Mistress of the Hungarians, and as Mater Gentium Slavorum, Mother of the Slavic races. 
These titles reflect the multi-ethnicity of the old Hapsburg empire, wherein for several centuries some 14 races intermingled in a relatively peaceful co-existence –  Austrians and Hungarians obviously, but also Germans, Slovaks, Czechs, Ukrainians, Poles, Croats, Slovenes, Italians, Bosnians, Jews, Ruthenians, Romanians. 

This Empire of Catholic Mitteleuropa was deliberately taken apart by America, Britain and France at the Treaty of Trianon in 1921. Many have alleged this was a freemasonic plot to destroy the one great Catholic monarchy of central Europe in favour of small nationalistic states. It also made the appalling error of forcing the Croats and Slovenes into an unwanted Serbian monarchy called Yugoslavia, the kingdom of the South Slavs, so preparing the way for the Balkan Wars of the 1990s.
Most of the current pilgrimages to Mariazell originate from Austrian parishes, with a smattering of Hungarian, German, Slovak, Italian, Polish and Slovenian visitors. The fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989 made visits from the East much easier. 
The shrine is still served by the Benedictines. Mass is celebrated several times each morning and once in the evening, and also at the local Carmelite convent. There are confessions for five hours each day and Rosary at 6 pm, with a candlelit procession each Saturday evening in summer.  
The feast of Our Lady of Mariazell is celebrated on September 13 each year. Special ceremonies are also held on the Assumption (August 15) and the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin (September 8). 
What sort of Austria is Pope Benedict visiting? An Austria with Catholic roots but very negligent in its practice of the faith. The cold wind of secularisation blows hard.

In 1971, 89% of the population declared themselves Catholics and paid the church tax. 
The 2001 census showed 73% of the nation’s 8.2 million inhabitants identifying themselves as Catholics. The latest figures from end-2005 show a further decrease to 68.5% of the population, 5,663,000 church members. Only 9% of these will be at Mass on any particular Sunday. The rural areas like the Tyrol and lower Austria are the most religious: Vienna is the most secularised.
Lutherans are also in decline, down from 5.7 to 4.7% over the same period. Due to immigration from Turkey and the Balkans, the Muslim proportion has risen to 4.2%. The number of eastern–rite Catholics from Ukraine and Romania, and Orthodox from Serbia has also risen sharply. Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists and Jews are smaller minorities. 
The number without any religious affiliation stood at 4.3% in 1971 and 8.6 % in 1991. One estimates it has risen since to about 15%. 
Cardinal Schönborn of Vienna has had to battle with the liberalising factions in the Church, who support women’s ordination and the relaxation of all moral standards, oblivious to the fact that man cannot change God’s laws. 
The Austrians call their nominal allegiance: “baptismal certificate Catholicism." It is a picture familiar to us. They observe traditional religious holidays, and come to church for baptisms, confirmations, weddings, and funerals. However the vast majority do not participate actively in parish life. Nor do they follow the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church on central issues, as the high rates of divorce and abortion reveal.

It will need more than the Austrian Government’s commemorative five-euro coin to reverse this trend. Let us pray that Benedict’s short visit will bear fruit.
