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FOREWORD


Few people can claim to have changed the course of history with respect to pilgrimage, but in a small way, as I shall share shortly, Richard Frazer is one of them. But first, early in this book, he remarks that no one ‘does’ the Camino. Rather, this ancient pilgrimage route through France and Spain to Santiago ‘does’ you.


With crisp narrative flow, we’re led through nearly 700 miles – some 1,000 kilometres – of countryside and villages in daily walks and nightly stops at hostels, inns and monasteries. It’s not just Richard’s running up against his own physical limitations that’s challenging. It’s also the encounters with fellow travellers on the way. The ones who snore like weaving looms all night in dormitories. The ones who humble him with kindness, as if he’d met the patron saint along the route.


Richard loves observing human nature. In one scene, the conversation amongst strangers round the dinner table gets dominated by a pilgrim from Geneva. His commandeering questions draw the motley walkers into the practicalities of kit and boasts of daily mileage tallies. Everyone gets caught up by the competitive pull of his invasive mental field, until he throws his questions to a quiet and unassuming French lady. Why was she amongst them, round the table? Was it for spiritual reasons, or was she just an avid walker? She was there, she answered quietly, ‘to give thanks’. Her answer served both as a soft rebuke and penetrating gift – not only to the brusque Genevan, but to them all.


Such are the anecdotes that interlace this book. There is a deeper stratum too. As he walks, Richard tries as best he can to avoid being found out that he’s a clergyman. So much of the church, he says, has become an embarrassment. The institution trots trite dogmas out and gives unsatisfying answers to deep questions. Mostly it forgets its own complicity in violence, going back to Roman times and all those later holy wars. Here we encounter Richard as the Presbyterian minister. A Protestant in the spirit, as the name implies, the spirit of protest. A senior office-bearer in the Church of Scotland, standing in the shoes of militant Reformation theologians – yet one who sees the need within his own denomination to face up to and redress ‘the cold, heartless impact’ of a Calvinism that has too often been used to intimidate people.


It’s not, he insists, that people aren’t spiritual any more. It’s more that bombast from Geneva – whether left over from the sixteenth century, or from an overbearing fellow pilgrim round the dinner table – no longer speaks to a younger generation that, with good reason, is sensitised to anything authoritarian. Today, it is in the recovery of spirituality, not religiosity, in which most seekers’ yearning lies. There lies freedom of the soul, or as Richard puts it: ‘To be a pilgrim you don’t have to jump through hoops or sign up to doctrines you’d rather question – you just have to set off!’


He should know, indeed, the institution itself is waking up. Within the Church of Scotland as ‘by law established’, Richard convenes the influential Church and Society Council, the committee charged with questions of faith and nationhood. This is where our intrepid walker’s small but significant contribution to pilgrim history kicks in. He doesn’t admit to it in this book, but in 2017, under his watch and with his theological input and encouragement, the church’s General Assembly reversed its getting-on 500 years’ hostility to pilgrimage. As its own theologians say, ‘the Reformed church is always reforming itself’, and here we saw that happening.


But what had been the original Protestant objection to pilgrimage? Not without some reason in their time, Reformation clergy such as Luther and Calvin held that pilgrimages commercialised religion. They kept the people off their work. Pilgrim shrines were funnels that channelled money away from local needs and back to Rome. Luther was the one who really laid it on. In 1520 in a grandiloquent address to the Christian nobility of Germany he had described pilgrimages as giving occasion for ‘countless causes of sin’. Such peregrination around the countryside was to be done away with except, he conceded, when it was ‘out of curiosity, to see cities and countries’. In other words, the peasants were to quit their holidays, but the nobility could keep their tourism. You could gallivant off to wherever you could afford, provided it was devoid of religious intent. That was for keeping firmly beneath the thumb of Luther’s pulpit.


It has been this use of religion for psychological and political control that, as Richard diagnoses it, has closed the doors on faith for many. Far from being a trellis, a structure that leads the vine of spiritual life towards the light to ripen grapes and make good wine, organised religion has struggled to give life to many in our times. The vine has had to find its own wild way. That’s where pilgrimage comes into play. As Richard told the Daily Telegraph when asked about the Kirk’s formal rehabilitation of the practice: ‘People who walk the Camino may not be conventionally religious, but very few who reach Santiago de Compostela would deny the journey there was a spiritual experience.’


The faithful if meandering stick with which he tapped his way to Santiago had been given to him in connection with his work amongst homeless people in Edinburgh’s Grassmarket area. Reading this book, Richard himself at times becomes a homeless itinerant. A pilgrim journey, he tells us, ‘can reconfigure our lives’, drawing us into touch with places and their mix of human types along the way. The poet Walt Whitman, a vagabond par excellence, spoke of such encounters as ‘letters from God dropped in the street, and every one is signed by God’s name’.


‘If the Camino has taught me anything,’ Richard concludes, it is a ‘commitment to working to build communities of trust and friendship which are free of prejudice and the abuse of power where people seek out the essential goodness and grace that is at the heart of all.’


There you see the message of this book. I wish you well, and every pleasure and reflection, in joining him along its way.


Alastair McIntosh


Author of Soil and Soul and Poacher’s Pilgrimage
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PROLOGUE


Meeting St Jacques


I hobbled into La Ferme du Barry, a pilgrim refuge in Aumont-Aubrac in the Cévennes region of France, a defeated man. Only three days into my pilgrimage from Le Puy-en-Velay to Santiago de Compostela, I was broken and utterly dejected. My knees were shot by the constant up and down of the hilly terrain, I had the worst dose of tendonitis I had ever known in my left ankle, and blisters covered the soles of both my feet. I felt totally crippled and doubted I could go on. I had arrived from Edinburgh only days before, and now felt I needed to get back on the train and head home with my tail between my legs, a humiliated man who’d completely misjudged his ability. I was rehearsing in my mind what I might say to all the people who’d supported me in this venture, how I’d tell them that it was all a big mistake and beyond me. I was also missing my family and ached for them in my misery.


What had I been thinking of? I really believed that in the seven weeks I’d given myself I could cover the 1,500 kilometres to Santiago. I wasn’t just a fool, I was completely unrealistic. There had been such a build-up. Weeks of planning, though admittedly not a huge amount of long-distance training. Then there was the last-minute decision to buy a pair of lightweight boots rather than wearing the colossal but comfortable hiking boots that had served me well for the past few years. The day I left Le Puy I’d got soaked in a thunderstorm and set off with saturated feet. The lightweight boots had no waterproofing. I had been too self-assured – I thought I was fit and would be able to brag about the mileage I’d clock up each day, leaving all my poor fellow pilgrims in a cloud of dust behind me. I’d set off thinking I was in a race, and, like a greyhound out of a trap, I’d covered over 30 kilometres on my first day and had clocked up close to 100 kilometres by the time I got to La Ferme du Barry. Now I didn’t know where to turn, except to disappear inside a bottle. And there were plenty of opportunities for that. The twenty-first-century pilgrim routes, like those of the Middle Ages, are well served for evening drinking.


The patron at La Ferme du Barry has a bit of a reputation on the Chemin de St Jacques, as the Camino is called in France. He was someone who seemed to me to be growling more than speaking. He had a permanent, slightly deranged grin on his face and a glint in his eye that led me to think that he saw me as a complete fool. Whatever language it was that he was speaking, it didn’t sound French; Occitan, it might have been. He seemed timeless. I could imagine his great-great-grandfather-times-six offering the same gruff hospitality to pilgrims back in the Middle Ages.


I was in a terrible state. By some weird logic, I had thought that if I walked quickly I’d have more evening time to rest up and recover. I got changed, brooded over my feet and made, or should I say hobbled, my way into the village to explore and find a beer, the best anaesthetic known to man. I knew I needed to drown out the reality of my situation.


There is a beautiful church in Aumont-Aubrac dedicated to St Étienne. It has been wonderfully restored. Earlier in the day I had heard my first act of religious piety taking place on the Camino. As I was making my way along a picturesque country lane, I began to hear an unfamiliar sound. Was it a strange animal grazing in the field? As I got closer I realised that they were human voices and when closer still I heard singing, chanting in fact. As I passed the field where the sound was coming from, I saw three young monks and about three or four other young people huddled under a huge tree, obviously holding an act of worship. It was quite moving really, and they had chosen a lovely spot for their devotions. Now, sitting outside l’église St Étienne, the same little group I had passed earlier in the day arrived and walked wistfully into the church, presumably to round off their day with more prayer rather than beer, just the act of piety that I’d singularly failed to achieve throughout my life. A wave of inadequacy and guilt flooded over me to compound my wretched physical state, and I took a generous gulp of my anaesthetic.


The group stopped and chatted, and one of the monks very kindly informed me that they had received permission to say mass in the church the next morning and I would be very welcome to join them. Well, I wasn’t going to turn down the first genuine and warm invitation to a Roman Catholic mass I had ever received. I was also taken with their genuine, palpable sense of holiness, an aura of gentle grace that, though I envied it in others, I realised I had also frequently sneered at in the past. I sat with my beer and reflected, in my wasted state of mind and body, on the ways that I have struggled with holiness over the years. I have frequently thought of piety as showy, prissy and a kind of affectation, but I have also failed to come to terms with the fact that such a perspective is far too judgemental. This group was utterly genuine. It all made me more self-reproachful and miserable.


After my beer, I headed back to La Ferme du Barry. The place was filling up with a selection of pilgrims. Not long after, the party of monks and their companions showed up; Franciscans, I thought.


Our host was famed across pilgrimage circles for his house speciality, aligot. It is a cheese and potato concoction that looks rather like paint in consistency. It is melted down and mixed in what looks like a giant paint tin. We sat down to eat, about 30 of us, in a wonderful, rustic setting. The wine flowed freely, as did the conversation in a large number of languages. I was able to communicate in Italian with a German woman who spoke no French and a French chap who had no English. It was wonderful to revive a bit of my rusty and underused Italian and even to begin to tune into a little of the French conversations around me.


That evening our table was one of great bonhomie, reviving my spirits a little. One of the guests was a German lady with a remarkable name, Halo. I had met her earlier in the day with her friend Hannah. They had grimaced sympathetically as they watched me slapping another blister plaster onto my raw feet. At dinner, they spoke about Meister Eckhart, who had said, back in the Middle Ages, that one’s relationship to God had more to do with what was going on in our hearts than with our affiliation to a particular religious tradition. I’d read somewhere years before that our faith is much more the story of our longing than of our possessing. It seemed to me that the journey was a good metaphor for that longing to discover more and see what might be over the horizon, whilst the institutions we’ve created with all their doctrine and structure had more to do with possession.


I started to feel a bit better about my failure at piety, thinking that I was perhaps justified in not making any show of prayerfulness. My obvious preference for sitting in bars downing a beer rather than kneeling at prayer in picturesque rural churches could perhaps be justified by Eckhart’s obvious preference for the inward, rather than the outward, expression of one’s relationship with the Divine. We also spoke about the violence that can occur when people have too much disposable wealth and have not learned when enough is enough. In their view we can become brutal and even barbaric in our efforts to hold on to what we have, anxious about what might happen if we lose our material advantages. I grimaced when I thought about the advantage I was trying to give myself by racing through my Camino and how my excess consumption of alcohol that night was in stark contrast to those kindly, pious monks who stopped to pray and give thanks under trees and in lovely little country churches.


We spoke about my hopes for being a part of the revival of pilgrimage walking in Scotland, and all my fellow guests vowed to come to Scotland and explore it for themselves. We toasted the idea of pilgrimage as a spiritual exercise and generally had the most wonderful, convivial evening. I had arrived at La Ferme du Barry feeling a fraud, slightly out on a limb because I was hobbling around and everyone else looked fit and well. I was cursing my boots, or at least the fact that I had not done enough walking in them before I set off. Now, however, in spite of my self-reproachfulness, I felt once more a part of the pilgrimage community, included and accepted and with something to offer, and that, in itself, is a wonderful lesson of the democratic and inclusive nature of the pilgrim community. The hospitality of the table had rehabilitated my spirits at least, but my ankle and feet were still in a horrible mess. What could I do?


Nothing quite prepared me for what happened next.


As we turned in for the night, I was climbing into bed when a man named Jacques, who was walking with his niece, noticed my feet. ‘My God,’ he said. ‘Look at your feet, you must be in a bad way.’ Now Jacques was a tall and elegant man, a banker from Grenoble, and obviously a well-seasoned walker. He had a kind and honest face and was immediately the sort of person that you might trust as a guardian of your money. What he asked me to do, however, was to entrust my feet to him. ‘I can help you,’ he said. ‘One of the things I love to do when walking is to look after other people’s feet. It is my way of helping out. I would be honoured to take a look at your feet and see if I could be of assistance. I will not do anything that you do not want me to, but I have all the equipment with me. I always carry it for just this sort of eventuality.’


Well, I thought to myself, I am sure he cannot do any further harm. It seemed like a genuine offer of help. So I agreed. Meanwhile, Halo announced, ‘I am a trained nurse, I will assist.’


The two of them set to work. In the gloom of the dormitory they donned head torches as though they were in theatre and the operation commenced. Hannah grimaced from her bunk in the background, offering soothing and encouraging words as Jacques, with great delicacy and gentleness, removed with a pair of scissors what looked like acres of damaged skin from my heels and soles. His approach to foot care was quite different to the blister-plaster approach. The plaster I had been using calls itself a second skin and it isolates the wound, sealing it off and giving you a kind of cushion. Jacques recommended lots of iodine to guard against infection. This, he announced, was vitally important. He also applied dressings made from breathable gauze with something called tulle gras and Parafix, which were made from petroleum-type products and were quite greasy. His point was that my feet needed to heal, free from infection and the suffocation of a plaster that did not permit the feet to breathe.


Earlier in the evening I’d had my first ever Skype conversation with my wife Kate on the mobile. She had immediately picked up on how low I was feeling about the state of my feet and had been insistent that I get them properly treated. By about midnight, I felt that that was exactly what had happened. We all turned in for the night and whilst my feet were still sore, I had the best night’s sleep yet. I felt refreshed and uplifted by the kindness of strangers.


In the morning after breakfast, Jacques insisted that I had overdone things in the first days and that I needed to rest for a bit. My feet were still utterly raw and my tendon felt red hot. To keep walking in this state was a form of suicide. Jacques said I ought to take at least two days’ rest. Neither the stress injury nor the blistered feet would heal if I kept going. He knew the very place to do this and advised that I should get a lift to a convent a little further along the Camino at a place called Saint-Côme-d’Olt. I made arrangements for the van that picks up people’s bags and ferries pilgrims around to collect me later in the morning and ‘take me to the convent’. Somehow, that had a nice ring to it. It felt really good to be a Scots Presbyterian minister, incognito, benefitting from respite in a convent. But before setting off, two more experiences occurred that morning that proved to be moving and rather wonderful. I’d heard it said that no one ‘does’ the Camino, it ‘does’ you. I was beginning to see what they meant. I was no longer fully in control of what was happening to me. The Camino experience was shaping me, as well as challenging me.


As I was packing up back in the dormitory after breakfast, I had a few minutes alone with Jacques. First of all, I told him, ‘I came on the Chemin de St Jacques but I did not expect to meet St Jacques! Thank you for all your kindness and help last night. I think you have put me on the road to recovery.’ He smiled broadly. It wasn’t just the medical attention that I meant had helped, though it clearly had. It was a lesson in life that Jacques had taught me. His intervention felt almost like a small miracle. In my conceit, I had set off on this walk as if it were a competition. I had smugly passed fellow pilgrims at a cracking pace and had been taking a perverse satisfaction in discovering that I was doing in two days what some pilgrims had been doing in three or four. But a pilgrimage is not a race. I realised that I was being very silly and that I had absolutely no idea of the spirit of the pilgrim. I was in sports mode, knocking off the miles with hardly a moment to breathe in the atmosphere of the places I was walking through or take the time just to be, to absorb and to connect with myself, other people and the environment.


The tenderness with which Jacques had treated my feet had been quite a moving experience. I had felt quite vulnerable as he had worked on them. There was a real sense of having been ministered to, something similar to the experience that Jesus’s disciples must have had when, on the night before his arrest, he’d removed his outer robe, stooped down and washed their feet. Until this moment, I had always thought that it was Jesus who’d made himself vulnerable by assuming the role of a servant. But there was a vulnerability that came to me as Jacques tended to me. For the first time, I began to see that allowing others to take care of you is a moment of taking the risk of trust in the kindness of another. I realised how rarely I had done that kind of thing, having always been largely self-sufficient and almost never feeling that I needed help.


Jacques said, ‘You have to look after yourself if you want to look after others.’ He didn’t know what I did for a living, but it was a remarkable observation. Jacques and Halo had shown immense kindness. They were like the Good Samaritan, who had taken the time to attend to the man who’d been robbed and left for dead in a ditch. I had been so set on getting to my destination that probably, if I had seen a man lying in the ditch, I would have walked past on the other side, just like the priest and the Levite in the story. I felt so ugly, so unworthy to be making this journey. Here I was hobbling around planning to take some time out holed up in a convent whilst it seemed everyone else was in crashing form. Far from being the helper, the one in charge and competent and ready to be a shoulder to cry on as I usually was back at home, I was discovering what it felt like to be in need.


And then an extraordinary thing happened.


Jacques had found my comment likening him to St Jacques quite amusing. But I realised that he was also quite moved too. ‘You seem,’ he began, ‘to be someone whom I could perhaps talk to, someone that I could ask a favour of, trusting that you might not laugh or be embarrassed. You see, I have come on this walk for a reason.’ He then shared with me some of the difficulties he was facing in his own personal life. He was using the journey to come to terms with all that had happened to him in recent months. He continued, ‘I have no one who really understands, who knows what this loneliness feels like. I sometimes feel I just need another man to hug me. I know this might sound odd, but you seem to be someone I could ask this of. Do you think that now, we could just embrace, man to man, for a moment, before we set off? Some reassurance that I am not a terrible man would be a great help to me.’


And there, in that dormitory, Jacques and I had a moment when we embraced. It was a simple, I would say beautiful, encounter. Nothing about it felt odd, or inappropriate. It lasted for all of ten seconds and then I saw a little bit of the weight that Jacques was carrying had been lifted from him, his face had brightened and he was steeled a little if only for the challenges of the coming day. I hoped that this encounter had perhaps been a little source of healing for him too. It felt good in some way to repay his kindness of the previous night.


I suppose this is quite a difficult thing for many men to do, on reflection. It has not always been a ‘man’s thing’, and yet how much acceptance and human warmth can be conveyed when an embrace is given and received in the right context? It also makes you wonder just how much weight people carry through life, never quite able to ask a friend to share the load. One of the things that I like to see is the young men and women of my children’s generation being far more physical with each other than my generation ever has been. I feel sure this is a good thing.


In these last few hours, the Camino had taught me some really important lessons in life. First of all, the importance of pacing ourselves. If we want to have a lively hope of reaching our destination then we should avoid setting off at a pace that will lead to burnout after only a short while. How often do we go through life never thinking what it might take to sustain ourselves for the long haul? The second lesson was one about our tendency to be self-reliant. I often charge at life and don’t accept help or think I need it. Here I found two strangers willing to take the time to help me and, as a result of my willingness to accept that help, I had, in turn, had the privilege of being able to help Jacques in some small way, because, even in such a short time, a relationship of trust had built up between us. Jacques then left La Ferme du Barry and I never saw him again. It felt as though I had met an angel with a healing touch and an important message to share. Was this real?


All this had happened in the space of a few hours, and when I left for the mass at l’église St Étienne a few moments later I remembered that Jacques had asked me to pray for him. I knew that though I would probably never see him again, that was fine and the right thing to do. He had a lot of stuff to resolve. I had indeed met St Jacques, and for all the setback of my injuries, and perhaps because of them, this journey was already becoming a true pilgrimage.


At the church, my hunch, indeed my naïve certainty, that these monks were Franciscans was quickly quashed. I clearly do not know my monks. It turns out they were Carmelites. Monk-spotting could be as much fun as birdwatching in certain places with the right guidebook. In fact, somewhere amongst the ridiculous accumulation of books that I have hoarded over the years I have a guidebook to ecclesiastical dress. What on earth for, I wonder?


The mass was beautiful and very moving. There was a lot of toing and froing with much fiddling and fussing and long pauses between different elements of the service. These monks were quite young, and it occurred to me, as a seasoned celebrant of the sacraments, that maybe their fiddling about wasn’t so much ritual as inexperience, made more complex by an unfamiliar setting.


One of them clearly forgot to put wine in the cup, started saying the holy words over it, realised his mistake and then went back to his chum to fill it up. Maybe this was all part of the liturgy; who knows? None of this did anything to spoil what was a moving occasion shared by about 20 pilgrims. It was all done in French, but the wonder of the mass is that even I could follow so many of the words and (some) of the actions we in the Church of Scotland share in common.


I have always been quite fascinated by liturgy, which really just means the stuff that happens in worship, otherwise known as ritual. Some habits and ways of doing things in church have a very practical rather than spiritual justification. Was incense a way of neutralising the odoriferous nature of unwashed worshippers, gathered into a single space, I wonder? As another example, in some traditions, the words of the prayers might be sung by the priest. One of the things I have learned over the years is that big, barn-like churches often have terrible acoustics for the spoken voice. If you sing a prayer, you are much more likely to be heard. I think that’s where the sing-song Anglican voice you sometimes hear comes from: it stems from the fact that electric sound systems have only been around for a relatively short time and people had to find other ways to be heard.


The central part of the liturgy that most people know is the communion, the sharing of bread and wine that Jesus did on the night he was betrayed and arrested. Christians have been doing that since before they had Bibles, which is an interesting point to make to fellow Reformed Presbyterians who have often made a much bigger thing of the Bible than of the communion. In John’s Gospel, on that last night before his arrest, Jesus doesn’t share bread and wine; instead he washes his disciples’ feet. A priest friend of mine pointed out recently that the Christian church might have been quite a different organisation if we washed each other’s feet every week! Of course, the other great liturgical practice, handed down since this happened to Jesus in the River Jordan, is baptism, the use of cleansing water as a sign of being included in the Christian community. Not many do it in rivers any more, just a wee splash of water from a silver bowl, but I loved the moment years ago when Ian Macfarland, Lutheran pastor and theologian, leant over to me as I was about to baptise his daughter and whispered, ‘Use plenty of water!’


Another friend told me that in the Free Church tradition of the West Highlands of Scotland people often think that ‘liturgy’ has been replaced by, often interminable, preaching. But my friend pointed out that there is a whole liturgical practice that goes on around the Sabbath, from scrubbing boots and putting on your best clothes to walking the long miles to the kirk instead of using the car and tying up the swings in the play park to ensure they are not used out of respect for the Sabbath. Liturgy is just the actions that people do that enable worship and reverence, so why not add to it by walking great distances?


In spite of the slightly haphazard nature of the liturgy that morning, I was also beginning to understand what someone had meant when they said that the real liturgy happens outside the church. Because whatever was going on in this slightly clumsy church service in Aubrac that morning, the real liturgy had happened in that dormitory at La Ferme du Barry over these last hours. So, my prayer for Jacques didn’t really amount to anything very liturgical. I simply held him in my thoughts for a while, with a feeling of gratitude for our encounter and his kindness, and maybe even a sense of appreciation that the setbacks that I’d had were gifts too. Then I lit some candles, for Jacques and the challenge he was facing in his personal life, my family and my poor dad, now terribly frail as he entered his ninetieth year.


On our way out of the church, I chatted with an American pilgrim and told him I had seen these chaps in a field the previous day at their prayers. ‘Yes,’ came the reply. ‘These Carmelites are immersed in the Bible and prayer.’ That is great, I thought, again reflecting on my own lack of meaningful piety. I am sure that they are immersed in this journey too. It felt to me on this morning, only three days in, that the Camino was getting a hold of me, that far from it being an experience that I was having on my own terms, the Camino was working on me and doing its own thing to me, reading me, testing me, probing my vulnerability and teaching me. Of course, I think that this is one of the great lessons that the pilgrim will learn if he or she is open: that the journey starts to read us rather than the other way about. The Camino has a life and agenda all of its own, and if you enter into it with an open heart – and even if you don’t – it will have its own way with you. What you get out of it might not be what you expect at all.
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CHAPTER 1


Setting Off


Scottish writer and poet Nan Shepherd wrote a wonderful book about her deep knowledge and experience of the Cairngorm massif. She spent many years ranging over those hills and, far from ‘bagging the tops’, she got to know the entire landscape and the mystical connections that the mountains made with her interior self. She often described herself as a pilgrim rather than a hillwalker and, instead of observing and writing about the landscape, much of her writing is about the inner journey, the realisation that ‘going out was really a going in’, as John Muir, the great Scottish conservationist and inspirer of the American National Parks, famously put it. I first encountered John Muir in Arizona when I was hiking down into the Grand Canyon. Sitting in a climbers’ bar after a remarkable couple of days exploring this vast chasm, I came across one of his quotes on the wall. Apparently, on seeing the Grand Canyon for the first time, he had exclaimed, ‘An ostentatious gesture, even for God.’ How gloriously Presbyterian!


Nan Shepherd shared something of that Scottish reserve when she reflected on her own approach to the hills. In The Living Mountain she wrote, ‘The pilgrim contents herself always with looking along and inwards to mystery, where the mountaineer longs to look down and outwards onto total knowledge.’ I had spent years, ever since I was in the Cub Scouts in fact, bagging Munros, ticking off the Scottish hills above 3,000 feet. My first pilgrimage walk, the Machar March, we had called it, was in the 1990s, walking from the island of Iona to the ancient Celtic cathedral of St Machar in Old Aberdeen, where I was minister at the time. I had begun on that walk to understand the difference between a purposeful journey through a landscape as opposed to the genuine joy of, rather at random, selecting the next Munro on my life list, getting to the top, ‘looking down’ and then heading back to where I had started. The humble, mystical journey of the pilgrim from one place to another was beginning to make more sense to me than the idea of bagging all the Scottish Munros.


I was starting my epic journey to Santiago, but not in a wild landscape journeying inward to peace and inner enlightenment; rather in Paris, heading for my chosen start point at Le Puy-en-Velay, quite baffled and anxious as to how to negotiate the Métro to start the next stage of my train journey that had begun that morning in Edinburgh. I had to get from Gare du Nord to Gare du Lyon to head south.


I found myself quite short of time and searching rather aimlessly around the station looking for the right platform. I often find that complex charts and lists of information are quite intimidating and can even make me panic a little. I took a chance and headed off purposefully in a certain direction, the one that ‘felt’ most right. As I sat on the train, the fog of my panic began to clear and I scanned around to see if I could find out if I was heading for Gare du Lyon after all. Perhaps I was well on my way to Charles de Gaulle airport. I really had no idea. After a few minutes, I made some sense of the map on the train and I realised that I was, by some miracle, only two stops away from Gare du Lyon – a triumph of instinct over reason!


I was duly deposited in the correct station and made my way towards another baffling electronic noticeboard. I felt very self-conscious with my Camino stick in hand, but for the first time I encountered people who guessed what I was about. The man at the ticket counter asked me if I was off to do the Chemin de St Jacques. A triumphant, cheerful exchange in broken, terrible French ensued, but it felt good to be on my way. I hopped onto the TGV bound for Lyon, catching a glimpse of some of the wonderful familiar sights of Paris and also some particularly depressing high-rise housing before the train gathered pace and turned everything into a blur.


We were in Lyon within two hours of leaving Paris and, with uncharacteristic ease, I boarded a train for Saint-Étienne and then caught the last train of the day from Saint-Étienne for Le Puy. There were only about four passengers on board, and we headed off at a more sedate pace than the TGV, but none the less in a swish and rather elegant carriage. As I settled into my seat, I became conscious of a man (actually the only other person in my part of the train) looking in my direction, or more specifically looking at my Camino stick. This object was clearly going to be something of a celebrity, so I had better explain its provenance.


A few years before we had begun to develop the Grassmarket Community Project for vulnerable adults in Edinburgh, I had decided that it might be fun to organise a pilgrimage walk to raise funds for the project. My two pilgrim friends from Aberdeen, Bill and Peter, with whom I had done the Machar March, readily agreed to come along, but this time we decided to open the walk to a wider group and included in our party some of the members of the project, some of whom had experience of homelessness. The route we chose took us from the door of Greyfriars Kirk, where I am minister, in central Edinburgh to the island of Lindisfarne, or Holy Island, in Northumberland. It was a great walk, full of adventures. Some people dropped out because they had physical difficulties or found the whole thing mentally trying. But, for each one of us, the experience was transformative and enriching and culminated in a wonderful gathering on the island when a busload of friends from the kirk and the project joined us for a picnic on the last day.
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