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  Formatio books from InterVarsity Press follow the rich tradition of the church in the journey of spiritual formation. These books are not merely about being informed, but about being transformed by Christ and conformed to his image. Formatio stands in InterVarsity Press’s evangelical publishing tradition by integrating God’s Word with spiritual practice and by prompting readers to move from inward change to outward witness. InterVarsity Press uses the chambered nautilus for Formatio, a symbol of spiritual formation because of its continual spiral journey outward as it moves from its center. We believe that each of us is made with a deep desire to be in God’s presence. Formatio books help us to fulfill our deepest desires and to become our true selves in light of God’s grace.





  “A true friend sticks closer than one’s nearest kin.”

  PROVERBS 18:24

   

  This book is dedicated to fellow pilgrims

  who were companions to our family

  from both sides of recent transitions

  and who have become kin to us:

  Alan and Eleanor Kreider

  John Oudyk and Sandra Mooibroek

  Becky and Tom Yoder Neufeld






Foreword
 



There is nothing more pedestrian (literally!) than walking on a way, a road, a path. But the moment we put one foot in front of the other, we very well might find ourselves on a pilgrimage. Walking could turn out to be the most significant spiritual act in which we will ever engage. And the road we walk on the holiest piece of ground. Feet and faith are inextricably integrated. This book is a witness, extravagantly documented and compellingly narrated, of how feet and faith dance together in a life well lived.

Arthur Paul Boers writes the story. One summer he walked five hundred miles, as he says, “to go to church.” The church was the cathedral in Santiago, a pilgrimage destination, on the northwest corner of Spain. The road he walked was the Camino de Santiago, on which millions have walked over the last twelve hundred years. It took him thirty-one days.

Pilgrimage is the ancient practice of walking, usually with others, to a holy site while paying prayerful attention to everything that takes place within and without, soul and body, all the ways that are inherent in the Way, along with the companions who are also on the Way. It is not as simple as it sounds. It is not the spiritual equivalent of taking a holiday walking tour through Scotland, say, or walking across America supporting the cause of cancer research.

Before reading this book I knew that pilgrimages to the Holy Land and Rome and Canterbury had long been a part of our Christian tradition. And I knew that visiting holy sites by airplane, train and bus was still a popular tourist activity. But walking five hundred miles?

I had no idea until I read Arthur Boers that millions of men and women all over the world are still doing it, deliberately paying attention to what takes place in and around them as they walk to their chosen destination. He narrates his conversations with those with whom he walked, Christians and non-Christians. He teases out details that interlace in the intricate complexity of what he experienced in this intense juxtaposition of feet and faith.

Way is the most prominent metaphor both within and outside Scripture for enlisting our imaginations, and hopefully our involvement, in living concretely, responsively, immediately, with our muscles and bones, brains and voices, the nerve endings in our fingers and the calluses on our feet on the actual dirt, carpet, asphalt or concrete that is under our feet at any given moment: all the ways that are implicit in walking on any way, road or path that we happen to be on. Destination is important—essential. But the way we get there, walking over mountain passes, across deserts, through heavy rain and scorching sun, is where the action takes place. And the ways we experience the time and terrain, companionship and conversations as we walk.

Boers doesn’t so much tell us about pilgrimage as invite us, in his lively and colorful prose, to join him. We get to see and get a feel for just how it works, the ways the way pulls all of life—blisters and body odors and fatigue, winsome conversations and spontaneous hospitality—and maybe most of all prayer into a comprehensive life. We are immersed in a compelling documentation—detail after detail, conversation after conversation—that prayer on the road has to do as much with feet as with faith, moving, in his words “at the speed of life.”

As we accompany this pilgrim on the Camino de Santiago for these thirty-one days, Jesus’ well-known metaphor, I am the Way, has a chance of making its way into our ways, permeating all the parts of our lives. This is a book to savor and read and then reread as we learn to live pilgrimage so that we will never again reduce walking to just getting across the street.

Eugene H. Peterson

Professor Emeritus of Spiritual Theology

Regent College, Vancouver, B.C.
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Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses,

let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely,

and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us,

looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of our faith.

HEBREWS 12:1-2
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A map shows the Camino Frances Pilgrimage Route, which begins in France in St. Jean Pied du Port and ends in Spain's Santiago de Compostela. More than twenty sites and smaller towns along the way are listed, along with the larger cities of Pamplona, Logrono, Burgos, and Leon.














Introduction
 




For I am but a sojourner with you,

a wayfarer, as all my forebears were.

PSALM 39:14 BCP








Take the Long Way

I once walked five hundred miles to attend church. It took thirty-one days, but was no month of Sundays. I usually go by foot or bike to our local congregation, but being on the road this long for a worship service—in a foreign language, no less—was an unusual stretch even for me.

To be more accurate, I was on a particular pilgrimage route in northwest Spain, the Camino de Santiago. (Camino is Spanish for “way” or “path” and Santiago simply means “Saint James.”) Its destination is the city of Santiago de Compostela. There, a cathedral houses the purported relics of James the apostle, patron saint of Spain. This was one of three main pilgrimage destinations for medieval Europeans (competing with Rome and Jerusalem). Millions walked there in the last twelve hundred years, and it has grown popular once again.

I was not only going to a church service, of course. People often say that pilgrimage is more about the journey than the destination itself. I had many reasons for this trip: meeting pilgrims, seeing a new country from ground level, reflecting on church history, practicing a classic spiritual discipline, developing my appreciation for walking, and challenging myself physically. Yet I could exclude any one of those motives and still call the trip a pilgrimage. But without finally getting to Santiago at the end of the route, visiting the Cathedral and attending the service there, the traveling—while exceedingly worthwhile—would not have had the same focus and direction. It would not have been a pilgrimage.

So, in a sense, I did walk five hundred miles just to go to church.




Pilgrimage Paradoxes

In some ways, I still have trouble believing that I was even interested in this pilgrimage, let alone actually walking it. Five years earlier I was on another trip to Europe. I traveled to communities of prayer in several different countries. I considered that venture a pilgrimage and as a result studied Christian pilgrimage traditions. I kept encountering the importance of medieval Santiago, which was new to me, and also discovered that this route was experiencing renewal. I was not at all interested in it and could not conceive why anyone would have attempted it then or now. How quickly people change!

There were, I know and confess, many ironies and paradoxes on this Camino.

It was somewhat absurd to travel in vehicles thousands of miles roundtrip just to walk five hundred miles. (My return journey involved a bus, taxi, train, minivan and no less than five jets.) For someone who professes concern about minimizing our ecological footprint, perhaps I should have traipsed closer to home. Why not just step out of the house and begin? Well, for one thing, not every walk is a pilgrimage. And more than that, alas, I cannot think of any noteworthy long-distance walkers’ routes near where I live, let alone paths and tracks worn into the earth and made hallowed by centuries of passing pilgrims.

This big, spacious country has little hospitable room for walkers and even less in the way of holy sites. Many settle instead for gas-consuming pseudo-pilgrimages to megamalls, Las Vegas, sports stadiums, Star Trek conventions, Graceland (second only to the White House in visitors!) and Disney World. Seventy million people a year go to Orlando, Florida.

There was a time when pilgrimage meant traveling far, usually by walking, from wherever one happened to live. Continental Europeans went to Santiago from the doorstep of their homes, whether in Belgium, Germany or Austria, traveling for months. Now, tens of thousands of Santiago pilgrims annually move by plane, bus, train or car to some more convenient place to begin by foot, bike or even horseback. (I did meet a few hardy folks who had walked all the way from deep in France, the Netherlands or Switzerland.)

While a five-hundred-mile pilgrimage may sound pious—and I admit to some self-righteous pride about this—it was a tremendous privilege. How many people can afford such a prolonged excursion? More than once someone asked, “What do you do for a living that makes this possible?” As a seminary professor, my school-year schedule freed me up.

But here is another wonder: How is it that people of our day, with the longest lifespans in history and a glut of “labor-saving” devices, find it astonishing to think of committing serious time to a spiritual endeavor? Cees Nooteboom marvels about medieval people who “set aside their lives to walk halfway across Europe in dangerous times.” They knew they might never return. Their lives were short, but they risked them anyway. Commenting on the Islamic commitment of going to Mecca, Nooteboom noted that Muslims now use contemporary modes of transportation—much as Santiago pilgrims currently do. For modern Muslims and Christians alike, “the longer they live the less time they have.” Surely people of our era with all our labor-saving devices could afford more time for matters of the spirit.

There were other paradoxes. When the local paper did a generous story about my journey, several folks contacted me in disbelieving perplexity at why I did such a strange thing. They found it odd that this Protestant—a Mennonite, no less!—went on pilgrimage, a seemingly Catholic practice. Reformers roundly renounced pilgrimages, especially the connection to indulgences and the adulation of patron saints.

And while I greatly admire the apostle James, I was not comfortable with how he has been used by Spanish nationalism. I appreciate notions of James the Peregrino (pilgrim), but feel deeply disturbed by James the Matamoros (Moor killer). Spain’s patron saint became the figurehead for Christians wresting control of this country back from Muslim Moors, and he later served as a mascot for the Crusades as well. In many churches along the Camino, and in the Santiago Cathedral itself, I saw images of James angrily waving a sword and riding a charging horse that crushed beneath him various hapless victims.

As it happens, James was himself a victim of state-sponsored violence (see Acts 12:1-2). In fact, he was the first apostle to be murdered, the first of Jesus’ companions and inner circle of disciples to be slain. Yet here, in Spain, he was usurped to justify violence. That would be like naming nuclear weapons after the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr., the famous Christian advocate and practitioner of peacemaking. As a Mennonite, convinced that faithfulness to Jesus clearly requires nonviolence, I loathed what I saw. My distress was deepened by a current reality: in the twenty-first century, Christians justifying bloodshed against Muslims is again disturbingly common. Jesus’ rebuke to James and his brother John, who eagerly wanted to punish inhospitable Samaritans, still speaks sharply to us: “You do not know what spirit you are of, for the Son of Man has not come to destroy the lives of human beings but to save them” (Luke 9:56).

A prominent paradox of my sojourn—and the one that surprised and taught me the most—is the fact that so few fellow pilgrims I met counted themselves as Christians. How curious that many immersed themselves in a taxing route associated with church traditions for over a millennium but did not necessarily profess Christian faith. And these folks ended up teaching me more than I realized I needed to know. (Stories and examples in this book are based on real people and events, but some names and details were altered to protect the privacy of individuals involved.)

While this Camino was an expression of my Christian faith, what I did was not especially noteworthy or sacrificial. I encountered hundreds of people along the way. Tens of thousands now walk it every year. Many—perhaps even a majority—go without an explicit religious agenda. I met extraordinary Christians on those paths, but also remarkable, gracious and hospitable people of no declared faith. Do we Christians think too highly of ourselves? Are we perhaps on the same journey as everyone else? Often people who most challenged me with their exemplary way of living, both on this path and elsewhere in my life, were folks who did not call themselves believers.

In spite of all these contradictions and conundrums, questions and unresolved uncertainties, I had a deep sense of being called by God to that pilgrimage. A longing that was hard to name drove me to undertake something that I could not have imagined even a few years ago.




Very Hard and Incredibly Good

This journey was one of my most satisfying life achievements ever. When I returned home, people asked how it was (followed by predictable inquiries: “How are your feet?” “How long did it take?”). I summed up the journey by saying: “It was very hard and incredibly good.” As I read and reread my trip’s journal, I seldom see any day that was simply easy. And sometimes more than one day felt like the hardest so far! Some stretches of the path were so intense, demanding and challenging that I needed all my concentration just to put one foot in front of the other, and I dearly hoped no one would try and strike up a conversation. But every day also had unforeseen blessings and compensations. I learned much in that month and suspect it will take me years to unpack and integrate it all.

As I walked, I was never sure whether I would write a book about the experience. I’d heard a disparaging remark about the number of prospective authors on that particular route and felt self-conscious about that. I did keep a journal. Yet my journaling did not necessarily reflect any intention to write in detail later; I have been a journaler for decades. When companions learned I was an author, they teased me about my intentions. Even when I got home, I still had not decided whether what I’d experienced merited a book. But, without any explicit plans, I began writing every day after I returned. I could not let it go, or perhaps I could not be released by the Camino. Gradually, a manuscript emerged.

There have been other comparable periods in my life. When my father and mother-in-law died relatively young only six weeks apart, I kept rehearsing those events and their meaning for a long time. After a bitter church conflict, it took a painstakingly slow year of counseling, prayer and licking my wounds before I could learn from that and finally let it go. In each of these instances—let’s face it, traumas—I encountered challenges that changed and transformed me. I did not welcome those opportunities; I endured them. I had no choice about experiencing them, only in what I would do with those experiences. They all reworked me. Long after the trip was done, I kept pondering it. I set my computer to use Camino photos for desktop pictures and screen savers. Even without such aids, the pilgrimage was always on my mind. Over a year later I still recalled vignettes and incidents every day. Each night, when I lay down, I revisited scenes. When sleep was long in coming, I would recall every place I stayed along the way. As I went for walks, uninvited memories flooded my mind. I always wanted to tell stories about my trip to others, whether visiting friends, sharing a meal with my family or teaching classes. I worried that I might become a bore. I could not stop thinking about what had happened. It took only a month to walk but required much longer to process.

Walking the Camino was not a trauma, although it is the most demanding thing I have ever done. The pilgrimage differs from those sorrowful circumstances of loss and grief because I chose it. And apart from my perpetual drivenness to complete whatever I begin and the possibility of losing face, I could have cut it short and gone home whenever I wanted. But I did not. While not emotionally traumatic like those griefs, sorrows and tragedies experienced during my life, the pilgrimage also reworked me. I could not stop thinking about it because there was too much to take in at the time of the walking. And, more than that, it was calling me to change my way of living. Pilgrimage “unites belief with action, thinking with doing” and requires that “the body and its actions express the desires and beliefs of the soul.” Pilgrimage is about integration, body and soul, feet and faith.

On the Camino I was drawn into an ancient spiritual practice, pilgrimage itself. I prayed much and considered what it means to follow Jesus. I expanded my understanding of spirituality and heard God’s call to simplify my life. I read once-familiar Bible passages as if for the first time. I confronted truths about myself and my own compulsions, matters that I might rather avoid. And I caught glimpses of hospitality and collaboration that I knew would reorient how I live my daily life. I felt challenged by God to pay closer and more respectful attention to spiritual seekers who see things very differently than I. And I grew more enamored with the spiritual gift of walking. I was deepened in discipleship.

Like many Christian pilgrims before me, I experienced major themes of our faith on the way: providence, penitence, evangelism and faithfulness. I learned to trust God’s provision, even in adversity. I grew in self-awareness, reviewed my life, recognized major blocks in my Christian walk and recommitted myself to spiritual growth. I spoke with many people about Jesus. And I pondered faithful ways to live in our consumer and materialist culture. The pilgrimage has implications for all my life, and that is why it takes me so long to keep processing it. Thus I still mull it over. The work is not done. As one fellow pilgrim, Stefano from Italy, wrote me after the journey: “The Camino works in me . . . step by step.”




Pilgrim’s Process

Two Protestant classics, John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and C. S. Lewis’s Pilgrim’s Regress, reflect earlier eras where spiritual growth and formation had clear stages; advance or decline was almost measurable. But we live at a time when our walk with God is seen as more fluid, including steps forward and backward, perhaps even sideways at times, and we are not always sure which is which. Indeed “journey” is such an important metaphor in our culture that it is now a virtual cliché; we’re all on a journey it seems.

My pilgrimage yielded many unanticipated results. I knew I wanted to begin in St. Jean-Pied-de-Port, France, and end in Santiago de Compostela, Spain, and was aware of some physical geography along the way, but was unsure about how or even whether I would experience God. I had plans and some straightforward goals; I had an approximate itinerary. But none of this was any assurance that this would be a pilgrimage. I was uncertain what, if anything, God might say to me along the path. This journey was a process because it challenged and reworked me in ways I could never predict.

Change the accent and process is a verb with spiritual connotations. In religious ceremonies, celebrants and participants move in a common direction as part of their worship, minipilgrimages. Such rites are powerful. Many in my generation and faith tradition are suspicious of religious rituals and routines. But often the most hardened anticeremony persons are moved when they walk in—or even observe!—a wedding or funeral procession. Something in our hearts is not touched by intellectual assent alone. Our feet and bodies need to join the action. The Camino is a processional of thousands.




The Way Is Made by Walking

Catherine of Siena used to say that “all the way to heaven is heaven,” reminding us that in the spiritual life ends and means are bound up with one another, and a sojourner’s progress really is about one’s process. In fact, that powerful quote is of even more relevance to pilgrims when we hear the rest of the sentence: “because he said, I am the Way.” When we journey with Jesus, all our lives are caught up in the process of his redemption and transformation of us.

Jesus not only called himself “the Way,” he was often underway as well. A good part of his life, already as a child in Mary’s womb, was spent en route. And the bulk of his ministry and teaching was on the road. Being faithful to God’s Son always resembles journeying.

The title of this book is derived from a line in a poem by early-twentieth-century Spanish poet Antonio Machado: “se hace camino al andar” or “the way is made by walking.” These well-known words have taken on a life of their own, as we can see by Googling them. I reflect on this phrase in terms of Christ the Way and my desire to know him better. Jesus calls us to live out and practice what he taught and modeled, to walk his walk. On the Christian journey we grow and learn best by practicing what Jesus preached. All pilgrimage—whether one day, one month or an entire lifetime—unfolds before as God leads and we are invited to follow. The Way commended by Christ has to be journeyed; it is made by walking.


Show me your ways, O LORD,

and teach me your paths. (Ps 25:3 BCP, emphasis added)



One summer, this middle-aged man set out on the classic pilgrimage route of the Camino de Santiago, walking thirty-one days to travel five hundred miles. I climbed mountains and wandered through valleys. I sauntered in sunshine and trudged in drenching rain. I moved through old, abandoned villages that looked like ghost towns and through big and busy bustling cities whose noise overwhelmed me after hours of rural solitude. Sometimes the path was dirt or compacted mud, sometimes paved. At times I trekked over ancient cobbled and rutted Roman roads or smooth sandy tracks. Through it all, God led me on the way to life.












  

  
1

    I Want to Be in That Number

    Drawn to Pilgrimage

     


  
    
      Therefore lift your drooping hands and strengthen your weak knees,

      and make straight paths for your feet,

      so that what is lame may not be put out of joint,

      but rather be healed.

      HEBREWS 12:12-13

    

  

  
    
      No Place I Would Rather Be?

      “What have I done?” I asked myself in panicked despair. It was the lowest point of my pilgrimage so far and the day was soon going to get worse yet.

      It had taken all my wherewithal to trudge a quarter mile from the hospital emergency room to this park bench, and I did not know how I could go any farther. My left foot throbbed painfully from the bagelsized blood blister that the ER nurse had just drained and tended. Every step ached, even though both my feet were elaborately swathed in white bandages.

      Having arrived in the city of Burgos, I had been underway for two weeks and walked about 180 miles of my pilgrimage so far. I was in a particularly pretty part of town, near a cosmopolitan university. A shallow river glided slowly under arched stone bridges. Mature, fully leaved trees on a wide boulevard leaned over the riverbanks, reflecting the vibrancy of summer. But I was hurting too much to savor scenery and I was fretting about whether I would have to cut my trip short.

      People of all ages strolled by, looking a lot healthier and happier than I. I watched them and longed for company, but they ignored me. I had just phoned home to my wife, Lorna, in the United States a few minutes before, and she had given me good words of consolation and encouragement, but now I was by myself again. On the sidewalk I had tried hailing taxis—by calling, gesturing and whistling—but each one whizzed by.

      For the moment I could go no farther. I hung my head in my hands, feeling sorry for myself, wishing someone would help me, but knowing that I was on my own in a distant country.

      But here’s the thing: there was no place I’d rather be. I fiercely missed home and especially Lorna. Still, I was not yet ready to cut short my pilgrimage.

      My biggest fear in the emergency room was that the nurse would order me to stop walking the Camino. Happily, she did not. Even so, disconsolately sitting there on that bench, not even sure how I could get myself to the hostel, I wondered whether I would be able to continue on the pilgrimage. It was the worst moment of my trip so far.

      And yet I dreaded the thought that the journey might be over.

    

    
    
      Mounting Casualties

      As time wore on, the physical toll had begun to show, and not just on me.

      In a large city hostel (also known as refugio or albergue) in Logroño about a week into walking, I felt so tired that I could not understand how I would be able to move the next day. Most mornings were a resurrection when I surprisingly could travel, a dead man walking once again. A number of us in the hostel moved around barefooted, savoring the cool ceramic floors that soothed our overworked and overcooked feet.

      I had plodded slowly that day, favoring a foot with a nasty blister that I actually felt explode en route. This wound eventually evolved into the one that landed me in the Burgos ER. It may have been my imagination or even just my projection, but in the Logroño shelter it looked to me as if more and more people were hobbling.

      Within the first week of the pilgrimage, we began hearing about fellow pilgrims who were forced to take time off or leave, either because of accidents or general wear and tear. These could be interrelated. Injuries often were a result of tiredness. One physical problem might lead to others. Favoring a leg because of blisters or aching muscles could cause greater strain on the other leg. If a pack created hip sores and you radically shifted how you carried it, that might adversely affect your shoulders or neck. And so on. Some had to rest as long as a week to ten days because of the seriousness of their problems. Tendonitis was a common affliction. People diagnosed each others’ ailments and freely offered medical advice.

      As we discussed others’ injuries and physical problems, we did so with deep concern. We were all sad when a companion could not complete the pilgrimage. It was easy to empathize with folks who were unable to continue. We could imagine how hard that might be. And as this outlandish endeavor was not a competition, we did want others to succeed. On my first day I encountered a woman who was trying to walk in spite of serious physical ailments. All along the route, I held her up in prayer, even as I was not sure that she could do this. Imagine my delighted surprise when I met her again in Santiago at the end of the journey, after not seeing her for four weeks.

      But I confess that not all my feelings were pure and charitable. I knew that those aborted journeys could be mine—and indeed I came close with serious blisters first on my left foot and tendonitis later in my right leg days before arriving in Santiago. And while I cared for those who were forced to stop, I did not “want to be in their number.” I longed to be one of the saints who marched into Santiago de Compostela. What compelled me to embrace this old Christian practice of pilgrimage?

    

    
    
      Deciding to Follow Jesus

      James the apostle, Santiago, was a major inspiration—dare I call him a “patron saint”?—of my sojourn. A vital prayer discipline for me on this route was to lead, reflect on and pray with Scripture texts that mention him. He was one of Jesus’ twelve disciples, brother of John, son of Zebedee, one of the “Sons of Thunder.” There are surprisingly few entries about him, even though he was part of Jesus’ inner circle, along with his brother John (the beloved) and Simon Peter. James manages to be present at many key moments in Jesus’ ministry. Still, it is a largely silent life. Seldom does he say or do anything by himself, except in the manner of his death.

      Yet the sketchy outlines of his life deeply challenge me. Not only does he leave family and occupation (because of God’s call, not for career advancement), he hits the road with Jesus, takes many risks, often gets things wrong, and regularly merits correcting by the Lord. His understanding of power, violence and self-righteousness need constant challenging; his priorities require examination. Finally he gives up his life and dies a martyr.

      The first New Testament passage about him is in Matthew 4, an account repeated in other Gospels. Jesus calls brothers James and John, and they leave their nets—and their father!—immediately. (Their mother shows up in subsequent stories, so she followed Jesus at some point as well.) They began a journey, a pilgrimage of sorts, full of uncertainties and unlooked-for hardships. What they anticipated and hoped for was often wide of Jesus’ mark. James and John get corrected more than once. Reading the honest record of their fumbles helps me take heart in the face of my own persistent short-comings.

      As I embarked on this journey, I wanted to testify to this vision of James, one grounded in the Scriptures. This Camino pilgrim path still challenges the status quo and converts people, as I witnessed again and again. I repeatedly caught compelling glimpses of God’s reign, one that trumps hierarchy and divisions, competition and greed, violence and disdain. All of these themes echo and resonate with lessons James learned in his own unfolding pursuit of Jesus the Way.

      I have tried to follow Jesus all my life, although I never responded to the call as dramatically or with the same risks as that son of Zebedee. In a small way the pilgrimage was a crucible for living out and examining my Christian life and faith to this point. It was a time of prayer and reorientation, the most profound spiritual retreat of my life. God challenged me in some ways familiar and others new.

    

    
    
      Saints as Signposts

      In early Christian history, ordinary church people were inspired by the faithfulness of notable Christians and began venerating relics (remains) of saints, honoring places where these notables lived and ministered. Thus began the tradition of pilgrimages to shrines. Margaret Visser notes, “Sainthood is perhaps the only honor accorded a person without consideration of physical beauty or prowess, wealth, birth, political power, intelligence, fame, or talent; a saint is admired, and considered exemplary, entirely for being good.” Saints are to be signs of Jesus; they point us toward Christ.

      Santiago de Compostela was one such saint-oriented shrine, the third most important pilgrimage center in medieval Europe. Legend had it that James evangelized in that region soon after Pentecost and that his body was miraculously transported there after his martyrdom. In the eleventh and twelfth centuries alone hundreds of thousands—if not millions—of pilgrims went there. James is one of only a few apostles honored with a tomb. (Peter’s and Paul’s remains are said to be in Rome.)

      The other major medieval pilgrimage centers were Rome and Palestine. (See appendix three for information on Rome and Israel as current pilgrimage sites.) Rome was a center of political and ecclesiastical power. Palestine was biblically and geopolitically significant. Santiago de Compostela, on the other hand, being geographically and politically peripheral, was primarily important as a shrine. Most went there on pilgrimage, not for other kinds of agenda.

      Sojourning to Palestine is most familiar to us. Some claim that saunter comes from the French, Saint Terre or “Holy Land,” a reference to pilgrimages to Palestine. (Or so Thoreau asserted; he was not too shabby when it came to walking, often doing so four hours a day.) I like to think that walking makes any place holy.

      Alas, a justification for the violent Crusades was to retain access to and possession of the so-called Holy Land. To this day, people contend—often violently—for control of such sites. As Palestine grew more dangerous and inaccessible in medieval times, European shrines such as Santiago gained prominence.

      Pilgrimages were demanding and costly, even deadly, because of wild animals, accidents, bad weather, illness or violence. Pilgrims endured hunger and great physical exertion. A group of twenty religious sojourners going to Palestine in the twelfth century lost over half of their members to exhaustion. Even if pilgrims managed to return home, their long absence may have meant decreased opportunities for success, affluence or promotions. There were countercultural costs and implications.

      My Burgos blisters and later struggles with tendonitis were obviously nothing in comparison. Still I was caught off-guard. Only recently had people come to expect travel to be restful and leisurely. Prior journeying was risky, hard, uncertain, expensive and taxing. In fact travel is closely related to travail, which means suffering. (In French, it means work.) Touring for pleasure and relaxation did not begin until the nineteenth century, when the concept of “tourist” emerged. It carried the notion of ease and enjoyment without exertion. Scott Russell Sanders says we “stripped the holiness from travel with our commuting, our tourism, our idle shuttling about.”

      This was the hardest journey of my life, certainly not casual tourism, but I’m glad that I did it. And the travail of that travel bore fruit. Whenever I felt sorry about this self-chosen hardship, I remembered faithful people who had no choice about their journeys. I recalled stories of refugees forced to walk far greater distances on hard roads in strange places. And doing so possibly with scanty food, fearing for their lives and without the benefits of sturdy footwear, rain gear and well-placed hostels. Perhaps in a small way this journey could teach me something about solidarity with such folks. It reminded me that a life of faith is not a rose-petal-strewn pathway. Faithfulness is no guarantee of everything going swimmingly. But it does powerfully link us to Jesus the Way and the costly courage of his final journey to Jerusalem.

      By embarking on the Camino, I was stepping back—literally so—into an old Christian practice. I knew that walking the way of James could teach me a great deal about the true Way, Jesus the Christ.

    

    
    
      Traveling Mercies

      That day in Burgos got worse. I finally managed to drag myself slowly back to the hostel. I reported to the manager that the nurse had ordered me to take at least one day off. When I requested that I might rest and stay a second night, he curtly ordered me to return to the hospital to get a document from the nurse explaining this necessity. I resisted the temptation to ask whether he’d like a note from my mother as well. My heavily bandaged feet moved him not at all. I could not imagine walking all the way back to the hospital in my condition. Too angry, frustrated and tired to think, let alone argue, I complained to a few acquaintances before going for a two-hour nap. And then matters gradually began improving.
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