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What people are saying about


A Guide to Pilgrimage


If you have ever felt curious about the act of pilgrimage, or are already a seasoned traveller in search of the sacred, Thea’s book offers much to enjoy. With a fascinating historical overview, personal experiences, and useful advice and tools to plan and execute your own quest, A Guide to Pilgrimage will inspire you to take those first magical steps on your spiritual odyssey.


Eimear Burke, Storyteller and Chosen Chief of the Order of Bards, Ovates and Druids


This is a beautiful book, full of soulfulness and an innate sense of the sacred. Thea’s A Guide to Pilgrimage is both accessible and deeply wise in its exploration of the vast and important subject. Packed with historical information as well as practical advice and insights for the modern pilgrim, this is a delight to read and sure companion along the way.


Danú Forest, (MA Celtic Studies) traditional wisewoman, writer and teacher. Author of Wild Magic - Celtic Folk Traditions for the Solitary Practitioner


A Guide to Pilgrimage by Thea Prothero is a concise and insightful introduction to this ancient tradition. She documents her own pilgrimage to Iona as well as interviewing pilgrims from different faiths. The structured steps Prothero outlines will help potential pilgrims make the most of their journeys, and the additional hints and tips throughout the volume will enrich their experience. This book is an invaluable guide to all those who want to take a step outside of the mundane world.


Andrew Anderson, author of Ritual of Writing, Artio & Artaois and The Magic of Cats


Thea takes the deep connection and spiritual journey of the Pilgrimage and makes it accessible for those on alternative spiritual paths. Through sharing her inspirational personal experiences, she leads the reader towards their own growth and self-discovery. A Guide to Pilgrimage is a thought provoking and uplifting book from which Thea’s knowledge and passion for the subject shines through.


Katie Gerrad, author of Odin’s Gateways and Seidr: The Gate Is Open


Thea Prothero’s book, A Guide to Pilgrimage, is a call to action and adventure. With instructions for preparation and stories of pilgrimages across traditions, readers will not only be inspired but will also get a map to guide them from the smallest whisper of desire to the actual physical steps at the sites. This book encouraged me to take the next steps for pilgrimages I have always wanted to take, and I’m grateful for the push from this book.


Irisanya Moon, author of Artemis - Goddess of the Wild Hunt & Sovereign Heart and Gaia: Saving Her, Saving Ourselves


A Guide to Pilgrimage contains everything you need to discover, plan and undertake your own journey. From definitions to historical facts, through modern day examples and personal experiences author, Thea Prothero, has got pilgrimage covered. This beautiful book is full of (non-denominational) faith and spirit, including the author’s generous sharing of her own vision and ‘miracle’. Inspirational and highly recommended reading.


June Kent, Editor of Indie Shaman magazine


If you have ever been drawn to a place that has refused to leave your thoughts, then this practical guide is for you. A Guide to Pilgrimage, by Thea Prothero is a book that will be of use on your journey to historical locations in the UK and abroad. This delightful guide explores the history of the pilgrim’s journey from different perspectives and cultures through the ages. Pilgrimage is a compelling and intriguing read, with Thea visiting pagan and Christian sites as an escape from the busy modern world on her quest for meaning and understanding. She encourages the reader to absorb and connect with each place visited with devotional practices, meditation and reflection afterwards. It is a helpful, passionate guide for finding your pilgrimage path in the 21st Century.


Scott Irvine, author of The Magic of Serpents, and Ishtar & Ereshkigal
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Introduction


Have you ever felt drawn to a place, somewhere you have not visited? Maybe you have come across a picture online, or seen this particular place in a film or read about it in a magazine and something resonates inside you? Do you feel a deep need to find out more, or maybe even go there? The place might not be a usual holiday destination or look easy to get to – but even when you find all the excuses not to consider going there – the place refuses to leave your thoughts. Eventually when you think you have forgotten all about it, something small and trivial will remind you…


Let me tell you, you are definitely not alone. As a teenager, I kept having a reoccurring dream about a small island surrounded with sapphire blue seas. On the island was a small rustic chapel, and along a single track which meandered along the length of the island, there stood a huge stone cross richly decorated and patterned and that was much taller than me. I found a smooth green stone which sat beautifully in my hand, so comfortably, that I hadn’t been aware of it. I placed at the foot of the cross. The dream was so realistic that I could smell the salt in the air from the sea, I was warmed by the sunshine and the breeze in my hair and feel the smooth texture of the stone in my hand. This was a real puzzle to me as a young person, especially as I am not a Christian and I had never visited such an island in my life.


After a time, when the mystery behind this dream didn’t become clearer, I assumed it was a strange fiction, and put it completely out of my mind and got on with my life. That is, until decades later when by chance I was watching an episode of the BBC programme Sacred Wonders of Britain. The presenter, Neil Oliver, was on a small boat in the Inner Hebrides on the coast of Scotland and as the camera panned around from him, it showed an island surrounded by sapphire seas with a church-like building in the distance – I felt something deep inside me shift…like an imprint of a memory so profoundly powerful that as I watched in awe as I saw not only the tall cross that I had dreamed about long ago, but a beach famous for its particular type of green stone…Iona.


From that moment I knew not only that I would go there myself one day, but strangely, that it had to be at the right time. I then sought as much information as I could find about the island, and I even had a necklace with a piece of Iona Green stone set in it! Does this ring any bells with you?


Perhaps you are still seeking your place but have felt a yearning that you want to change something inside you or searching a new way of thinking or being in the world. Did you yearn to step away from the modern life and spend some time in nature? Maybe you have toyed with the idea of a pilgrimage but are unsure what exactly it is and how it would fit in with your busy life?


If so, then I am hoping this book will be of use to you in your quest. I have tried to make this body of work a practical guide to finding your pilgrimage path, whether you follow a religious or spiritual way or just want to make sense of your need to do a pilgrimage, or not.


In this book you will find my stories of pilgrimage, an overview on the history of this very ancient practice and illustrations of different faiths who observe pilgrimage as part of their spiritual devotions. Here you will find experiences of pilgrimage from different perspectives, different tools – meditations, and journaling, for example, to enable you to understand and create your own unique quest.


So, what is a pilgrimage?


Simply put, a pilgrimage is a journey to a specific destination. This destination is usually somewhere of meaning, such as a place of spiritual or religious significance, or a site associated with an important or meaningful event, or of importance to the pilgrim. There are dozens of reasons people go on a pilgrimage; to seek meaning in their lives, to deepen their relationship with their belief system, or the hope of achieving personal transformation. It may simply be to step away from their everyday lives and to spend time in nature, away from technology and to get fitter.


Most pilgrimages are linear, that is to say they start at one place and arrive at a different place, and involve a journey spread over a number of days, weeks, or months, depending on how the journey is travelled and what the goal of the pilgrimage is. Often the journey is through a landscape, culture, or country unknown to the pilgrim, adding to the experience of separation from the everyday reality of their lives.


When eventually the pilgrimage reaches the final destination, time is typically spent absorbing and connecting with the place, including devotional practices, meditation or preforming a traditional act of faith, or whatever the goal was for the pilgrim in reaching this place.


Finally, the pilgrim returns to their everyday lives, family, job, and home. Time may be needed to reflect and come to terms with the whole experience, undoubtedly the person will be changed in lots of ways, and this can take time to fully process before fully integrating back into their old life. You will be renewed, fitter and have more purpose than ever before.









Chapter 1


The History of Pilgrimage


Historically, pilgrimages have taken place for over three thousand years in one form or another as a devotional practice. It may surprise you to discover that, to ancient civilisations, pilgrimage was an observance that everyday people took part in and was an important function of their spiritual traditions. Ancient Egyptians, for example, would travel to Abydos, west of the river Nile in pilgrimage to honour the god Osiris, their dearest wish was to eventually be buried there, or as near to as they could afford. The importance of this was encouraged and supported by the successive Pharaohs who enlarged and embellished the temple of Osiris with opulent riches.


In ancient Greece, the consultation of the Oracles meant that people travelled over huge distances to Delphi, which the god Zeus considered to be the navel of Gaia (mother earth) although earlier myths suggest that the Pythia was a well-established oracle and high priestess of the temple of Apollo, prior to this. The Pythia was one of the most powerful women of the Ancient Greeks, her prestige and prophecies were highly sought after. At the Temple of Zeus in Dodona was another oracle who attracted pilgrims from far beyond the Greek borders, destroyed and re-built by the Roman emperor Augustus, the oracle was consulted by the Emperor Julian in 362 before his campaign against the Persians. The oracle was still sought by pilgrims until 392 when the Christian Emperor Theodosius closed all pagan religious sites down.


During the Middle Ages in Europe, Christian pilgrimage became a significant occupation for everyone who had the ability to do it. It became fashionable for Kings and Royals to make pilgrimage to Rome, the seat of the Holy Roman empire. In 853 the young Alfred (later known as The Great,) went to visit his holiness the Pope with his father, King Aethelwulf. In later years, Alfred believed his confirmation and being made Council of Rome, (a spiritual son of the pope was a pinnacle in his becoming King of England. In 1027, King Cnut was possibly the last English monarch to make this journey, and the first Christian of Viking decent to gain audience with the pope.


Not all so-called pilgrimages during the Middle Ages were peaceful or even what we would define a pilgrimage today. Between 1095 and 1291 a series of wars occurred directed by the Latin church. Known as the Crusades, the wars against the Muslim Empire were made to regain the lands surrounding Jerusalem, the place of Jesus Christs death and burial, known as the Holy Lands. The Church promised knights who took part in the Crusades, forgiveness of their sins, amongst other rewards, for going to war. The first Crusade was actually called a peregrinatio – which translates as pilgrimage. After a long siege, Jerusalem was captured in 1099 with thousands killed. However, by the end in 1291, the Crusaders had not managed to hold on to any of lands the Church sought.


Pilgrimage wasn’t just for the rich and famous. In the middle ages, over one fifth of the European population had a direct connection to pilgrimage, either by going on one, or having a links to the sites. The common people believed that by going on a pilgrimage to visit a sacred shrine, which was supposed to house a relic (a tooth, finger, or blood, for example) from a saint or other holy person, or a holy well or sacred waters for healing, would ensure their place in Heaven, that they would be cured or a range of ailments and they would be forgiven all their sins. This is the time when the famous pilgrim routes and places came into prominence. The most popular in England was to the shrine of Thomas Beckett at Canterbury Cathedral. Indeed, Geoffrey Chaucer’s most famous work The Canterbury Tales was written at this time, depicting a set of tales by a group of pilgrims travelling to Canterbury together to visit the Beckett’s shrine. At this time, most people who undertook pilgrimage walked for months to reach the final destination. The road was hard and dangerous, people travelled in groups for protection against criminals. Pilgrims would sometimes be forced to sleep by the roadside in all weathers and rely on the kindness of strangers for food. This abstinence from physical comforts would, however, bring you into a state of grace in the eyes of God.
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Another famous pilgrim site in the UK is Walsingham, in Norfolk. The original pilgrimage site was founded in 1061, when the lady of the manor had a vision of the Virgin Mary and Angel Gabriel. She was instructed to build a replica of the Holy House in Nazareth at Walsingham. This then became a centre of pilgrimage and in the 12th century a priory was built to protect the Holy House and offer pilgrims sanctuary whilst visiting. The last mile, from the aptly named slipper chapel, to the shrine, was often walked bare foot. The slipper chapel is today the Roman Catholic Shrine. During the Dissolution of the monasteries, in 1536, the priory and holy buildings were destroyed, and the wooden Holy House was raised to the ground.


A new shrine was erected in the 1930’s in a new Holy House and pilgrims were encouraged to return to Walsingham again. A Saxon well was discovered during the laying of the foundations. This is believed to be the holy well where medieval pilgrims would go for healing.


During late 2022 I visited Walsingham to experience this Christian place of pilgrimage for myself. The village, which in itself feels like it has been frozen in time, seems to have no less than three spiritual centres. The first is the beautifully recreated Holy House in the Anglican Shrine of Our lady, which includes relics from the cross and the afore mentioned Holy well. This has all been sympathetically recreated to appear as authentic as possible. On entering the shrine, the sense of serenity is overpowering. Everyone walks around with hushed voices, and light candles at the various chapels dotted about. Everybody is made to feel welcome, and encouraged to spend as much, or as little time as they like in each area. The sense of peace and history of devotion is so strong that I found sitting in the Holy House among others deep in prayer, overwhelming. The grounds of the Shrine are an elegant garden reminiscent of the Chalice Well in Glastonbury. On the day of my visit, a sunny autumnal day, the gardens were full of tourists and the devoted alike. Children enjoyed running along the paths and several people were sitting on the grass. It was, in comparison to the Shrine, much more relaxed.


On leaving the Shrine and its grounds, I visited the original site of the Priory and the Holy House, which is very nearby. This is now more of a formal park, with a very poignant tiny marker in the ground where the original Holy House once stood. All that remains of the Priory is the ruins, most notable is the East Window Arch, I tried to imagine how magnificent it must have been with strained glass. The grounds have a feeling of a graveyard in their emptiness. To the side of the gardens is a crypt, which is the only remaining room from the priory left.
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