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Adventures With God: Living the Camino in Daily Life 

I  wasn't going to write this book! I mean I love reading stories of 
people getting out on the road, making adventurous journeys 

because it makes me want to do the same. And I have been on a 
number of adventures including long distant walks in England, 
canoeing across Scotland (and back) , and walking from Chamonix to 
Zermatt. But nothing, and I mean nothing, compared with the Camino 
to Santiago. The ancient pilgrimage through Spain following different 
routes and starting from different countries with some people even 
starting from their own doorstep (I've met a few who were doing that 
on the road for months). All to visit Santiago da Compostela the shrine 
of St James in Galicia  in the north west of Spain walking routes that 
pilgrims have walked for a thousand years. 
And the reason I wasn't planning to write this 
book ( not yet at least) is I should still be on 
the Camino but due to a fractured foot 
diagnosed this morning I'm several thousand 
feet up in the air heading back to England. To 
be fair I have had a fantastic time. This year 
thanks to a very generous bishop and family 
circumstances I'm sure I'll talk about later I 
have had seven weeks of walking. And I 
reached Santiago so no need to feel sorry for 
me. I reached it and the day there was 
magical. The sort of day that if you saw as the 
final scenes of a film you would say it was too 
far-fetched, yet it all happened. But more of that later. As I write this 
on my phone with a gin and tonic to celebrate coming home I thank 
God very deeply for the wonderful adventure he has given me on the 
Camino since I set off from home waved off by my mum at Piccadilly 
station in Manchester on the 25th of July 2012. And I'll be back home 
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for the feast this year which is why I've started to write this book. I 
mean, from a practical point of view I might not be able to do much 
else with the rest of my sabbatical if I'm on crutches. To learn from the 
Camino so that I can put the experiences into practice in daily life 
because we are pilgrims on this earth after all. And if you read this 
book perhaps it will help you in your daily life as well as enjoy a few of 
my favourite anecdotes and pictures on the Way. So join me if you will 
for an adventure with God: living the Camino in daily life! 
 

W hen I talked with my spiritual director 
about walking the Camino to Santiago 

de Compostela, he talked to me about 
medieval  pilgrims and the world of 
medieval  pilgrimage. He told me that 
medieval  pilgrims had four main stages to 
follow. The first was the call to go on 
pilgrimage. The second was the leaving of 
home. The third was the journey itself and the fourth was the arrival 
at the place of pilgrimage so in this case arriving at Santiago de 
Compostela. The medieval  world was a very different world to the one 
that we live in and they were very focused on the four last things: 
death, judgement, heaven, and hell. They were,  understandably, very 
keen to go to heaven and very keen to avoid hell. And one way to do 
this, to be forgiven sin, was to go on a physical journey a walking 
pilgrimage to a place of particular religious significance. 
 In the medieval Christian world the main places of pilgrimage would 
be the Holy Land , Rome, and Santiago de Compostela where it was 
believed that the body of Saint James was to be found. So people 
would leave their homes and their family and walk to Santiago and 
they would be away from home for sometimes two or three years and 
they would make a will before they began the journey knowing that it 
was a dangerous journey and there was no guarantee that they would 
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ever make it home. Hopefully for nearly everybody who walks the 
Camino these days that isn't the case but we can learn from the four 
stages of pilgrimage for medieval  pilgrims and this is something that 
I've talked a lot about with other pilgrims and my journeys on the 
Camino so far. And it seems to catch peoples imagination the four 
stages of pilgrimage: the call, leaving of home, the journey, and the 
arrival. And it's these stages of pilgrimage that I want to concentrate 
on as I share some of my stories , some of my images, some of my 
reflections with you because these we can use in our daily life. 
 

The Call 

I  saw a photograph some time ago of a mobile phone with an 
incoming call from Jesus and two buttons: one to accept the call, 

the other to decline the call. It would be much easier if this was how 
we received our calls from God: we would be certain that we are being 

called and who is doing the calling. Often people ask questions along 
the lines of: 'How do you know if you  are being called by God?' This 

question is one that applies to all of us. Yes all of us. Immediately I 
know that some of you will be thinking 'well if God 

really does call people then that is to be a priest, or 
to be a religious (part of a Religious community, nun, 

monk, religious brother / sister), or to a vocational 
job such as teaching or in the medical profession. But 
we believe that God calls each one of us and He calls 

us each day to walk more with Christ, to become 
more the person God calls us to be forming our lives 
on the example of Christ Himself. In other words He 

calls us to be pilgrims! 
                      And we are called to pilgrimage, journeys in life that bring 
us closer to Christ. The major world religions all have their forms of 
pilgrimage and places of particular religious significance with an 
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expectation that if possible you make that journey at least once in 
your life. 'Next year in Jerusalem ', the Haj to Mecca remind us that we 
share the importance of journey in faith with Judaism and Islam for 
example. There is an understanding that we are called to journey and 
to come closer to God as result. These journeys can take a physical 
form, or a spiritual form, they may be our choice or due to 
circumstances be thrust upon us (in which case it depends on how we 
approach the journey we have to take). But they are 
all opportunities throughout life that are constantly 
presented to us and just like the image of the 
incoming call we have the opportunity to accept or 

reject them. 
                        Such is the case 
with the Camino. It is fascinating to 
hear how different people end up 
walking the Camino to Santiago de 
Compostela and why they have chosen to do it. 
Fascinating because there are many different long 
distant walks though Europe, some are arguably 

more beautiful, certainly more challenging physically and yet year on 
year it seems that recently the number of people walking the Camino 
has increased and as far as records can show around 270,000 people a 
year make this journey. So there will be more than that set off or walk 
part of the way. People from all over the 
world. In fact I have met people from 
many different parts of North America 
and Canada, from different part of South 
America and Central America, from 
Africa, from Asia (in particular South 
Korea), from Australia and I would say 
most countries in Europe. All coming with a story, all coming with a call 
whether they realise it or not. Some are aware that they are called at 
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this particular moment in their life to walk The Way. Often people 
choose to walk at different crossroads in their lives: before or after 
university , a change of job, loss of job, bereavement, retirement, a 
major change of circumstances in life that has called them to The Way. 
This is particularly true if people have the time to walk a full Camino 

route: the Camino Frances takes on average 
34 days to complete, for example,  according 
to Brierly  (details at the back of the book) 
which is a faithful companion for many 
people walking that route and very useful if 
you are planning to. There are others who 
year on year return to the Way with all that 
has happened in the meantime.  
                          If you don't believe in God 
then you will quickly explain away that sense 
of 'call' as a perfectly normal human reaction 
to changing circumstances, a way of dealing 

with something,  of coming to terms with change through physical 
exercise. If you don't believe in God you can explain most things away 
in human terms, though definitely not all, but, and it is a very big but, 
if you do believe in God  then part of that belief is that 
God calls us. He calls us to walk with Him so that we 
can know more about Him and about ourselves and 
so that we know that we are never on our own. It 
sounds strange but in one way it is only 
through walking the Camino that now I never feel that 
I am on my own. Being prepared to set off on a 
journey on my own, and spend significant parts of 
that journey on my own allowed me to realise that I 
am never on my own! This is our faith, the reason why 
we celebrate Christmas and Easter: 'for God so loved the world that He 
send His only Son to save us' (John 3:16).  
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                         So it is reasonable to assume that as well as God calling 
us each day to walk with Him, God particularly calls us to walk with 
Him at key moments in our lives. If we do this it can help us at the 
crossroads of our lives to reflect on where we go next.  There is a piece 
of scripture that says that when you are at the crossroads stop and 
think how God has led you in the past and follow in that way again. 
Well that requires discernment, that requires practice. It requires a 
journey where at times we might have to have the humility to come 
back to a point and start again because we have chosen the wrong 
path, a feeling I am very familiar with having walked nearly 2,000 

kilometres of the Camino so far!  
                          When we believe in God 
it is reasonable to believe that God is 
calling us, because we believe in a 
personal God who wants  a personal 
relationship with each one of us. So 
often I have heard people say 'I have 
been thinking about doing the Camino 

for some time and now I have the opportunity'. I would put myself in 
this category as prior to starting the Camino in 2012 I had done a 
number of long distance adventures with friends: The Pennine Way, 
The St Cuthbert's Way, The Coast to Coast, canoeing across Scotland 
and back, Chamonix to Zermatt but as I look back, exciting as they 
were they now all seem to point to the Camino and acted as 
preparation for it. The same is true in life in that people may have 
thought about a calling from God to do something for years and 
realised that there is something to that calling: it simply does not, will 
not go away! It may be a call to a particular way of life or more 
particularly how we live our lives and that call is to each one of us. It 
comes from God's love for us. If you really love somebody then you 
want the best for them, you want them to discover what will give 
them true happiness and fulfilment in their lives. Think how a loving 
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parent wants their children to make the right choices in life but will 
stand by  them when they are making the wrong choices and still try to 
keep calling them forward to where they should be. This is how God 
calls us and presents opportunities to answer the call. 
    The first step on any journey is the call and to believe 
that there is a call and that when that call comes from God it is a call 
to pilgrimage. Some of us have the opportunity to make physical 
journeys but all of us can make the inner spiritual journey that any 
physical journey helps to take place. It may be that you are reading this 
thinking about walking some of the Camino or it may be that you 
know that you will not be able to ever do that. But whoever you are 
God is calling you to journey with Him and if you are standing at the 
crossroads in life begin by believing that God is calling you. Take time 
in prayer, perhaps with the scripture passage above with the call of 
Samuel and simply say in stillness 'Speak Lord you servant is listening.' 
 
Listening to the Call 
 
  Technology has entered the Camino 
over the last few years in a big way. You can 
expect there to be Wi-Fi  in the Albergues 
(places along ‘The Way ’ where you can stay 
very cheaply albeit in basic 
accommodation). Many people do a daily 
blog and swap Facebook details with other 
pilgrims so that they can keep in touch. 
People film themselves as they walk or ride their bicycle along ‘The 
Way’. Yes people do it on a bike . In fact there are three main modes of 
transport that are seen as 'legitimate' and can earn you a Compostela, 
a certificate that shows that you have completed the Camino. You can 
do it on foot, on a bike , or on a horse. I have seen lots of people 
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cycling ‘The Way’ and I think it would be equally challenging in a 
different way particularly some of the places I saw people on bikes . I 
only saw one person doing it on horse  but I looked  it  up (just in case I 
ever get the chance to do it that way) and there are organised trips on 
horseback and places to stay where you can 'park your horse.' And you 

have to walk at least the last 100k or 
cycle the last 200k. I'm not sure how 
much you have to do on the horse as I 
was buying some bananas at the time 
so didn't have chance to ask the horse 
riding pilgrim!  
  But back to the technology. 

There is lots of it on the Camino and that includes headphones! Now I 
have nothing against headphones when I am doing exercise. Every day 
when I go running I listen to Taize music and make it my prayer and at 
one time even had some waterproof headphones for swimming (which 
made a few people nervous as they didn't know that such things had 
been invented at the time). And at night in bed on ‘The Way’ (which 
would be by ten pm lights out in the dormitory) I would watch some 
Spanish lessons on You tube, especially ‘Lightspeed Spanish’,  which is 
very good. But not when I was walking! Normal etiquette on the 
Camino when you walk past someone is as follows: you say 'Ola, 
beun  Camino!' Or 'Ola Beunas  Dias!' And then you say 'Beun  Camino!' 
Or if they say it first that you say it back or something like 
'Ugualmente .' Then that might be it or you might end up walking with 
that person or group of people for a while. That is once you have 
ascertained where they are from because there have been times when 
I have been speaking Spanish to someone only to realise that English is 
their main language! I think that perhaps as well as having a 
scallop  shell on your rucksack to show you are a pilgrim it would be 
good for people to have a small flag of their own country and of the 
different languages that they can speak. Anyway that is part of the fun! 
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  This year for example within ten minutes of starting from 
Pamplona cathedral I met a lady who lived in Italy who was Eastern 
Europe (so I tried a bit of Italian) and then straight after two American 
pilgrims, one who had just finished her training to be a nurse and 
another who was a personal trainer who lived in Tennessee and was 
involved in Catholic music ministry and we walked together for an 
hour or more. And then I walked with an Italian nurse who preferred 
to speak Spanish rather than Italian (but could also speak English and 
French) and we walked the rest of the day together and most of the 
next day. Then after she carried on and I found the Donativo (a very 
special form of Albergue that gives a really good experience of 
hospitality and meeting with other pilgrims) I met Mark from Australia 
who I got to know well over the next few weeks. But this wouldn't 
have been possible if I'd had my earphones in, we'll probably not. 
Why? Well if I walk past someone with earphones in, rightly or 
wrongly, I assume that they want to be left alone, they  are in their 
own world and would rather not be disturbed. It is hard to hear 
someone calling us if we are blocking out sound. I know that some 
people began the Camino with  earphones in a lot of the time and 
then realised that it was better to be open to the invitation to meet 
with and walk with others.  
  Perhaps this is something that we can learn about God' s call 
for us each day of our lives. First of all we need to  believe that God is 
calling us but secondly then we need to be able to hear that call 
despite all the noise within us and outside of us. We need to take out 
the spiritual headphones that keep us in our own little world rather 
than  being open to God calling us which so often can come through 
those around us. On the Camino you can physically do that, you can 
make a conscious decision to be open to meeting with other people 
and respond to that invitation. You can also be open to the invitation 
to silence which can be very challenging but a definite way to be 
attuned to God's call. The challenge is to do that in daily life. 
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   For newly qualified teachers I do a talk on silence, ironic I 
know, partly due to the nature of the topic, talking about silence, and 
partly the thought of me leading it. But silence, something that we can 
experience profoundly on the Camino is also something that we can 
make part of our pilgrimage through  life, travellers on the journey as 
St Augustine says. Over the years I have had the privilege of being 
introduced to silence through  prayer and it all began when I was ten 
reading 'Lord of the Flies'. In it there is a character called Simon who 
some think is a 'saint' and it describes him meditating. I  liked 

the   sound of that and can distinctly remember 
sitting still cross legged on the floor in my 
bedroom. It must  have had a profound effect 
on me because I can still clearly remember it 
today. Now immediately we are back to 
whether we believe in God or not. Because 
somebody who does not believe in God will 
explain this away in human terms, and I have 
heard this done. But, and again it is a big but, if 
you do believe in God then this is a profound 
action of listening to God with our hearts and 
with our minds and with our souls. This form of 
listening was described to me recently by a 

Franciscan friar talking to a group in front of the San Damiano cross in 
Assisi. It was in front of this cross that St Francis 'heard' God say to 
him: rebuild my Church.' The Franciscan Friar described this as hearing 
in his mind, in his heart and in his soul. A cop out someone who does 
not believe in God would say! Yet I believe that because I have 
experienced it, only a few times in life so directly, but the clearest time 
of any has been on the Camino. Why? Because of the stillness, 
because of being open to God speaking to us in the silence. 
   When I started at seminary at the age of twenty one I was 
a typical university graduate who didn't think that there was a half 
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past seven in the morning any more or if there was it was definitely to 
be spent in bed! The college disagreed with me on that one and 
morning prayer was at half past seven (which now seems very 
reasonable, almost a bit late but at the time far too early). So I would 
always be one of the last into the chapel, mainly because I didn't get 
up until twenty past seven. Apparently it was always a sight that gave 
my friends a bit of early morning entertainment! But all this changed 
at the beginning of my third year when we had a retreat from our 
bishop of Salford who was then Bishop Patrick Kelly . He had been a 
seminary rector at New Oscott and knew students well. He gave us the 
opportunity rather than making it compulsory (which appealed to me) 
to experience half an hour of meditation at the beginning of the day. 
Anyone who wanted to be part of this silent prayer needed to be in 
the church by seven am because then the church would be locked until 
just before morning prayer. This was a life transforming experience for 
me and since then I have tried to make sure that every day I have a 
significant amount of quiet prayer at the beginning of the day. In fact 
as I write this Fr Alan Devaney comes to mind, a priest of Liverpool 
diocese ( four years above me at college) who sadly died a few years 
ago at a very young age. He bought me a card that basically said 'get 
up!' Well actually it talked about finding God early in the day because 
if you do that then you will be aware of His presence throughout the 
rest of the day. But if you miss Him early in the day you are more likely 
to miss Him the rest of the day. Archbishop Kelly as he is now, would 
place his ring that showed he was a bishop on his prayer book as he 
prayed, a very clear signal that he was giving everything to God.  
   This is something that we can all do, something that is of 
great importance on the Camino to Santiago and of even greater 
importance on our Camino through life. This year as part of the 
Camino one of our seminarians (someone training to be a priest) Gavin 
Landers, walked with me for a few days. And the way that came about 
had a lot to do with answering a call, literally, to begin with. A few 
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weeks before I set off on the Camino which this year was the main 
part of the sabbatical that the bishop gave me after the death of my 
mother, the phone rang and it was Gavin. He wanted to know if I could 
lead his retreat before he was to be ordained a deacon. Whenever I 
am asked to do something I try and start with the answer yes and take 
it from there. A contrast to one parish priest in the past who's advice 
was 'whenever you open the door start with the answer 'no and 
negotiate from there.' I think you can see which works best when we 
are talking to God and that those encounters so often come through 
other people. Think of the parable of the Sheep and Goats ;when you 
did this to the least of these then you did it to me.'  So I looked at my 
diary, which was, and usually is, full, but was trying to think of a way of 
making it work when I realised that the dates he had in mind would be 
when I was on the Camino. And I heard myself saying the words before 
I realised it 'Well if you want to come and walk the Camino with me 
you are very welcome to and we can sort out your retreat on the 
Camino.' There are times in life when this happens, I can hear myself 
saying the words whilst part of me is thinking 'How are you going to 
work that out' and yet it felt right to say them and actually I wasn't too 
worried about how I just knew that it was the right thing to do. It 
would have been easier to say 'sorry I am on the Camino then' but it 
would not have been right to do that. If I had said that then I would 
have been in my own little world with my headphones on! 
   So Gavin did join me on the Camino and each day we 
began the day in silence, the first hour of the day walking was given 
over to silent prayer. It gave us time to think and to pray about the 
topic of the day and it started with a piece of scripture. Whilst I 
normally like to sit still to have that time of silent prayer I knew that I 
needed to be on the road by six thirty or seven and decided that the 
first hour of walking would be silent prayer, and the last hour of each 
day's walking was the rosary and Divine Mercy prayer. There is 
something in that about silence and how and where we try and find it. 
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If you are able to find a quiet place at home at the beginning of the 
day then it is a perfect opportunity to give the day to God. If you are 
housebound and can't get out it is very important to remember that 
you have a very important ministry of prayer. This is something I really 
believe and say to our parishioners on the communion list, that they 
are the powerhouses of prayer just as the enclosed religious order are, 
in the same way prayer offered for others is an important 'work of the 
Church' that you can offer. And within that prayer if you find it difficult 
to concentrate due to pain or suffering then a powerful way of praying 
is to hold a cross and offer the time to God. If you have busy family life 
that involves getting people to school and yourself to work then you 
might have to try a different approach especially if you feel that you re 
too busy to pray. Possibly get up just ten minutes earlier before 
everyone else and have that time to reflect with God, asking Him what 
He is calling you to in the day ahead. Or if you drive to work and 
normally listen to the radio, whether on your own or with other family 
members in the car, turn the radio off for a time and make some time 
for silence.  
   In fact I adapted a meditation to use on the school run 
imagining that Jesus is with us in the car, or walking with us to school 
and in our hearts and minds we tell Him everything that is important 
to us in the day ahead, anything that is a worry, anything that might or 
might not happen, and then in silence listen to what he has to say. It is 
also useful to do at the end of the day, again to think through the day 
and tell Jesus about the day and ask him to show where he has been in 
the day. This is very much the idea of the Jesuit examine at the end of 
each day. It is something that many people experience walking the 
Camino, the time to think and reflect on their lives on a journey and to 
be aware of God's presence as they do it. Does that sound familiar by 
any chance? To me it reminds me of the disciples on the Road to 
Emmaus. We remember that they were walking away from Jerusalem 
with heavy hearts, so heavy that they did not recognise Jesus (well to 
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be fair they weren't expecting to see him) and they talked to a stranger 
about 'all that had happened in Jerusalem' and then in the breaking of 

the bread they recognised Jesus. This is 
something that we can do in our prayer 
and in our encounters in daily life and the 
more that we do this the more open we 
are to hearing God calling us. You don't 
need to travel to Spain to discover 
silence, it might take more effort and 

discipline to find it in your own home but it is possible and ultimately it 
is a silence within that makes us attuned to God speaking to us. And it 
is important to believe that God does speak to us and does so in many 
different ways and yes it would be easier if it was as a phone call  but 
I'm prepared to accept that God knows best (gracious of me I know). 
But we need to be able to hear the call and not be distracted by other 
sounds all the time. There is the story of two people walking down a 
very busy road in London and one says to the other 'can you hear the 
crickets?' To which the other looks astounded  and says 'how on earth 
can you hear crickets with all the noise around you?' The first man 
smiles, takes a pound coin out of his pocket and drops it on the floor. 
Immediately four people turn round and he says to his friend 
'Sometimes we hear what we want to hear.' Silence in prayer is a way 
of being attuned to God's call and whoever we are, wherever we are, it 
is possible to find some way of doing that although it can be far more 
challenging than crossing the Pyrenees!  
 
There was a priest, a policeman, a lawyer, a Spanish teacher and a 
student all sat at a meal and one of them said.....Sounds like the 
beginning of a Joke but it was just another incredible evening on the 
Camino . There are times on the Camino when you might eat on your 
own, there are times when there is a set meal and that is good way to 
meet other people, and there are times when things just happen that 
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bring people together. And it was the retired Spanish teacher from 
North America who said 'Why did you come on the Camino?' It is a 
question that people often ask and people are surprisingly open to 
answering the question. Sometimes it may be at a meal, sometimes it 
may be walking or during a conversation in a bar, or sometimes it 
might be at the one of the prayer times in a Donativo. As I have said 
Donativo’s are special places on the Camino run by volunteers who 
come for two weeks at a time. These are people who have walked the 
Camino and  want to do something to help others on their journey. 
The idea of a Donativo is that you give what you can. In fact one 
Donativo had a box for the money where it said give what you can and 
take what you need! So places would remind you that it did not mean 
there was no cost but that it was a donation, others would say that 
what you give tonight determines what the pilgrims will eat for the 
evening meal tomorrow night (no pressure there then). They are very 
special places. I stayed in a couple on the first part of the Camino from 
Le Puy to St Jean Pied de Port which I walked in three stages between 
2012 and 2014. These are the places were you meet people who are 
open to the spirituality of the Way and to meeting other people. Of 
course this happens in the municipal albergues (run by the local 
councils and very good places) and the private albergues but there is 
something explicitly spiritual about the Donativo’s and the one to visit 
by all accounts was in Granon. 
 The day before I had arrived at a municipal Albergue which had 
ninety six beds in one room! I had been directed there by a very 
friendly bar tender from a heavy metal bar round the corner. I was one 
of the earlier ones to arrive, always a good thing if possible because 
you can often (but not always) choose a bed and nearly everyone goes 
for a bottom bunk and be near a power point . In fact after a few 
weeks people become very adept at quickly assessing today's 
dormitory and where best to go. But on this occasion the hospitalero o 
directed me to a top bunk near a window which I realised was very 
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kind  as the night went on. Just to explain the dormitories on the 
Camino are mixed and all of life' rich tapestry is there including a good 
number of snorers! I decided that I needed some flip flops. I have a 
pair of running shoes that I had just done the marathon in as evening 
wear (some books suggest that ladies should bring a dress to wear in 
the evenings so they feel more feminine but didn't seem to be the 
same dress code for men) but I really needed some flip flops and an 
extra walking top. So that gave me the chance to venture out and try 
some Spanish on an unsuspecting shopkeeper or two. That safely done 
I met Mark from Australia, the policeman, who I had met a few times 
before and he told me of a good place to eat. I went there later and 
whilst the meal took a long time I was perfectly happy reading the 
newspaper.  Some major events happened in the world whilst I was on 
the Camino this time including the Brexit vote, a change of prime 
minister and a number of terrorist attacks. Suddenly people want you 
to be a an expert on your countries politics or place on the world 
stage. I was having my hair cut in Sarria (five days from Santiago) and 
in Spanish the barber talked first of all about football (which I have 
little to say about in English never mind Spanish) and then moved on 
to my opinion of the Brexit vote. 
   Back to how I ended up in the Donativo in Granon. On the 
way back from the meal I met Martin who had recently retired from 
Sellafield and we had a couple of beers and were joined by Ricardo 
from Puerto Rico  He was walking with his daughter. In fact it was her 
present for her fifteenth birthday! Again the conversation flowed and 
plans of who was walking where the next day. We were going to meet 
at the next Albergue but as I lay on my top bunk near the window and 
a power point  charging my phone a text came to say Granon is the 
place to go, a Donativo seven kilometres further on. So a new plan and 
a Donativo to look forward to. Here is some of my diary for that part of 
the journey 
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Day 6  Najera - Grañón 
" It 's 4.50pm  and just had a sleep on a mattress in an attic in the 
Parish Albergue in Grañón. Yesterday I celebrated Mass with the Polish 
girls, some of the American girls and Puerto  Rican's. Ricardo made 
some carbonara and shared it with me before mass. We sat in the field 
in the shade for the Mass. I bought an extra walking top (which I wore 
today) and some sandals ( a great purchase). Saw Mark who 
suggested a very good place to eat. It was very busy but I enjoyed 
taking the time to read the newspaper.  Then met Martin from Cumbria 
and had a couple of drinks and Ricardo joined us. So spoke a good bit 
of Spanish. Talked to one of the hospitalero who is Quebecian (not 
Canadian or as he said Quebec is unfortunately in Canada) for quite 
some time. I told him about carrying my mum's ashes but I'm not 
planning on telling anyone who will be walking on the  Way. Managed 
not to fall off the top bunk, slept pretty well considering 96 beds in the 
dormitory but had a bit of a headache this morning. May be the sun, 
or half a bottle of red wine followed by two large beers -  so trying to 
make sure that I drink lots of water. 
 Set off at 6.00am and it was a beautiful morning and a beautiful 
sunrise. Walking through fields of corn . At one time corn on one side, 
vineyards on the other and sun rising. Spoke to me of Jesus as the 
bread of life for us on the journey - it was a luminous moment. Had 
breakfast at a Cafe and was speaking to a Japanese lady who had been 
off work for seven years but was hoping to go back to work after the 
Camino. Then walked with one of the Irish lads - he walks fast and has 
long legs so good stretch of pace. He stopped to try and use the 
swimming pool. Then I walked with Martin from Cumbria until we 
arrived in Santa Domingo de la Calzada and there got   a coffee and saw 
people I knew, bought some lunch and walked to Grañón. Was quite 
hot in the end so glad to arrive at the much talked about Parish 
Albergue. Famous on the Way so a lot of people wanting to stay here. 
There is Mass at 7.00 then a meal and then a blessing. They don't have 
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a stamp so going to get stamp at the bar after. Hopefully going to have 
a couple of eggs later via one of the American girls, Monica, who hard 
boils them to eat (hopefully realises I need them fresh). Maria and 
Monica are walking 40k tomorrow so have thrown down the challenge 
for me to do it. I think I will because it will give me a possible rest day 
or can stay where I am meeting Gavin and just walk 10k in the 
afternoon- plus I know what I am like! So about to say evening prayer 
then go to the bar for a while then ready for Mass. I think there is 
another priest here on the next mattress - Puerto  Rican. He didn't 
understand a word when I spoke in Spanish but just helped translate 
for an English speaking lady so 1-1 
 
  Day 7 Grañón - Villafranca Monte de Orca 
It's just gone one thirty on the afternoon an I decided that 29/30k was 
more than enough today! I'm keeping an eye on how far ahead / 
behind I am to make sure I am in the right place! So went over to the 
bar with Martin for a couple of Patxaran’s (which I could get to like 
quite quickly). Chatted with a few people I knew  and also a student 
from Madrid -  he spoke in English and I spoke in Spanish. I read the 
bidding prayers at Mass and met  Fr Gabriel a young (28) Puerto  Rican 
priest just finished his studies in Spain. Good man, looks very new! Will 
keep him in my prayers. 
Then we had to process round singing to bring the dinner round and 
those of us who offered to help were given wigs to wear so I wore a 
purple wig! What joy! Had a bit of fun with the superlatives that 
Americans use - awesome! Sat with Martin, Gabriel and Monica and 
an American family - 18 year old daughter walking with her parents. 
Then we had evening prayer and the obligatory hugging. So after that 
we had to sit through a talk on the Camino - was interesting to see 
that pilgrims used to have a seal as no paper for credentials. Planned 
early start at 5.30 to begin walking at 6.00 which we did. Set off 
walking with Gabriel, Monica and Maria but he has Achilles heel so we 
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dropped back. Then I tried to catch others up but then stopped for 
breakfast. Very hot from just past half past ten and not much shade so 
decided I didn't need to walk 42k and wasn't walking with them so 
staying here in a municipal Albergue which I really like. Met some 
French woman and felt very comfortable speaking French and then 
spoke some Italian and remembered more this time. Enjoyed speaking 
Spanish with Gabriel this morning. A bit a day helps my confidence. 
  Last night we had to say why we were on the Camino and I said 
that the first time I walked on the Camino Mum and Dad were alive 
and this is the first time I am walking since they have both  died so I am 
walking with them. Martin was very moved and moving when he said 
that he was remembering his mum and dad. So many stories that bring 
people to the Camino. Going to have a rest now then celebrate Mass 
here as no Mass in town today then some icon painting and a pilgrim 
meal in town.' 
 
 

  
 So back to the question 'Why are you walking the Camino?' 
This is a question that people will ask and answer quite freely on 

the Camino but it is also a question that is asked of us in life. Why are 
you walking the Camino of Life? More to the point how do you view 
your journey in life? Do you see it as having a purpose or do you think 
it is just a series of events that we have to deal with. On the French 
part of the Camino, called the Chemin, a number of people would 
make the distinction between being a pilgrim and being a walker. And 
this is understandable because the route I was walking on included the 
GR65 which is a major walking route in France. At the same time there 
was a French phrase 'peu a peu devenir un pelerin' which means little 
by little to become a pilgrim and there were a number of people who 
said they set off as walkers and ended up as pilgrims. Perhaps this is 
something that we can apply to life in general. The world is full of 
people who will describe themselves as walkers rather than pilgrims 
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and this changes the way that we view each day and the experiences 
that day brings. Again if someone does not believe in God then there is 
no reason why they would think of life as a journey but, and again, it is 
a big but, if we believe in God then it makes sense that we see our 
journey through life as a pilgrimage. As St Paul says 'Our true 
homeland is in Heaven and Jesus Christ whose return we long for will 
come from heaven to save us.' (I chose these words for my father's 
gravestone and use them at every committal). 
  Going on the Camino to Santiago is a physical outward 
reminder of something that is an inner reality every day of our lives. 
We are pilgrims on this earth and our true homeland is in heaven. This 
makes all the difference and transforms the way that we look at our 
own lives and life and death itself. And to believe that is an invitation, 
a call, in fact it is the call. One day in France on the Camino I walked 
past a church that had a life size depiction of the crucifixion outside. It 
spoke very definitely of suffering and death and was very visible to 
anybody who was walking past. It made me think of how we all have 
to face suffering and death. The suffering and death of those we love 
and our own suffering and death. As I was in good time that day on the 
walk I decided that I would take a look inside the church as it was 
open. As I walked in to the church I was struck by the light shining 
through a small window directly above the high altar and it spoke to 
me of the empty tomb and of resurrection. Without realising it I found 
myself on my knees saying 'Lord, I believe help Thou my unbelief' 
echoing the words of a Gospel encounter with Jesus. It was such a 
powerful image that it has stayed with me and I often refer to it during 
a homily funeral. I found the entry in my diary which is as follows: 
 
Day 8 Montcuq - Darfur (Part Two of Camino 2013) 
"Beautiful church  on the Way. Cross outside visible to all, inside simple 
window behind altar with light streaming through. Spoke very clearly 
to me of resurrection. It struck me that everyone sees suffering and 
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death (cross outside) but we need to enter into faith to see 
resurrection. Thought this might help homily for those grieving." 
 
  It makes a massive difference whoever we are, wherever we 
are in life to see that this is a journey, a pilgrimage walking with God. It 
makes a huge difference if we can really trust that our true homeland 
is in heaven, and I write this having carried my Mum's  ashes to 
Santiago as part of trying to come to terms with her death. It give us a 
much bigger picture, a sense of perspective to daily worries that can 
seem, and can really be, important at the time but need to be put in a 
bigger context. So how can we do that in prayer even if we can't do it 
on a physical Camino. I wonder if a very useful Gospel here is that of 
the Transfiguration: 
The Transfiguration Luke Chapter 9 28  

About eight days after Jesus said this, he took Peter, John and James 
with him and went up onto a mountain to pray. 29 As he was praying, 
the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became as bright 
as a flash of lightning. 30 Two men, Moses and Elijah, appeared in 
glorious splendour, talking with Jesus. 31 They spoke about his 
departure, [a] which he was about to bring to fulfilment at Jerusalem. 
32 Peter and his companions were very sleepy, but when they became 
fully awake, they saw his glory and the two men standing with him. 33 
As the men were leaving Jesus, Peter said to him, “Master, it is good 
for us to be here. Let us put up three shelters—one for you, one for 
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Moses and one for Elijah.” (He did not know what he was saying.) 
34 While he was speaking, a cloud appeared and covered them, and 
they were afraid as they entered the cloud. 35 A voice came from the 
cloud, saying, “This is my Son, whom I have chosen; listen to him.” 36 
When the voice had spoken, they found that Jesus was alone. The 
disciples kept this to themselves and did not tell anyone at that time 
what they had seen.' RSV 
 Our parish has the summit of Pendle Hill in it which dominates the 
surrounding countryside and is actually around the same height as the 
probable site of the Transfiguration that dominates the Galilean 
countryside. It is good to walk 
up Pendle Hill when things are 
particularly busy in the parish 
because everything looks that 
bit smaller, that bit less 
important as part of a bigger 
picture and every time I do 
that I am reminded of the 
Gospel story of the 
Transfiguration. Mountains were always a good place to meet God for 
the people of Israel. Think of Abraham and Moses for example. It was 
understood that mountains were 'thin' places between heaven and 
earth and so it makes sense that the Transfiguration took place up a 
mountain revealing Jesus as the meeting place between heaven and 
earth, between the Creator and His creation.   And this took place just 
before Jesus set off resolutely for Jerusalem  knowing what that would 
entail but this glimpse of His transcendent body was a sign of hope to  
Peter, James and John that said that there is a bigger picture, you are 
pilgrims on this earth but your homeland is in heaven. What a 
difference that must have made although at times they still had to say 
in their own way 'I believe help Thou my unbelief!' 
   So if we use this Gospel passage in prayer then whatever 
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situation we are in, we can ascend the mountain with Jesus. A useful 
way to do this is to close your eyes and allow your body and breathing 
to become relaxed and then ask the Holy Spirit to anoint you as you 
use your imagination in prayer. Using our imagination in prayer is a 
very powerful way of praying which is real, don't explain it away in 
human terms too readily, rather accept it as a gift from God. Now read 
the passage again imagining that you are walking up the mountain 
with Jesus, Peter, James and John and then close you eyes and, if you 
can, see yourself there as all the events unfold. As you do that bring to 
mind the worries and doubts and fears that you have and let the 
transfigured light of Jesus shine upon them and as you look out from 
the mountain top. I don't think that it is too far fetched to suggest that 
we can turn the room we are in into a mountain top experience with 
God that reminds us of the bigger picture and that we are pilgrims on 
a journey the ultimate destination of which is heaven itself. Sometimes 
when we lose sight of that then we lose sight of the hope that gives us 
in relation to our own lives and the lives of those we love who have 
died. As I walked this year I could hear myself saying 'No, your mum 
isn't coming back but you are walking toward her and eternity.' 
 
  People of a certain age, and I include myself in this, might 
remember answering the telephone and instead of saying hello begin 
by giving the area name and then the telephone number. Then you 
wait  to hear who was calling and it could be anyone. These days we 
can very easily screen our calls and with the number of cold calls 
trying to sell you things or claim you have had an accident in the last 
few years and you can claim, it is as well. But we can screen our calls 
and this can become a way of life when we choose when and to who 
we are available. Of course there are limitations to availability but 
sometimes we can miss a call from God because we are in the habit of 
screening our calls. With a mobile phone now it will appear on the 
screen with who is calling (if  you have this number in your address 
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book), or the number that is calling you, or that the number has been 
withheld. Then you choose whether you press the green button or the 
red button. I believe that the same is true with God. There are times 
when we are aware that He is calling us but we prefer to not take the 
call because of what it might cost. 
   The scriptures are full of people who in different ways have 
tried to avoid  the call from God: Jonah along with a number of the Old 
Testament prophets, and Peter's first reaction is to ask Jesus to stay 
away from him because he is a sinful man. Indeed the history of the 
Church is full of people who have tried to avoid the call but in the end 
realised that it is best to take the call whatever it might entail! I would 
include myself in this group of people because after five years of 
training to be a priest I decided to take a step back before ordination 
(with the full and loving support of my family) and trained to be an RE 
teacher. Looking back I realise now that I was plea bargaining with 
God. Surely, I thought, if I am an RE teacher with Special Needs as a 
second subject that will be enough, I don't need to give up anything 
else. And so I trained as a teacher and then worked at Castlerigg 
Manor for four years as a course leader (which was a wonderful time 
full of happy memories) and then taught for a year. But I was trying to 
decline the call or at least screen it a bit!  
   This was best summed up for me by a couple of incidents 
at the time. I went on holiday with a friend of mine who was a priest 
and when the lady at the B & B realised that he was a priest she 
looked at me and asked if I was a priest too. He rather helpfully said 
'Well he was training to be a priest but changed his mind' . At this 
point as well as mouthing 'thank you very much!' to my friend I said 
'Well yes but I am carrying on in my own way.' She looked me straight 
in the eye and said 'In your own way!' She had a point. And this was 
reinforced when I was meeting with the then bishop of Lancaster, Jack 
Brewer who asked me when I was going to go back to college and 
finish training for the priesthood and I said 'Well I'd like to do this and 
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I'd like to do that....' And again he looked me straight in the eye and 
said 'Well it's not up to you, it's whether God's calling you or not, so 
think on!' Again a fair point well made.  
   So I speak  from my own experience of trying to not take 
the call at times in my life and what a difference it makes when I have 
done and try to do. When I think of the Camino I think very much of it 
in terms of a call from God. The medieval pilgrims certainly had an 
understanding of being called to pilgrimage. It was part of their 
understanding of the world and of the four last things. It was a way for 
them to be reconciled with God, a way to ensure a place in heaven 
providing they walked at least the last 100k of the Camino and a way of 
avoiding hell after death and judgement. They had a very clear 
incentive to walk to Santiago da Compostela and it was a dangerous 
journey that could take several years depending on where they lived 
and they didn't have the luxury of returning home by plane from 
Santiago airport or by car or train. They had to turn round and walk 
back the other way and having experienced doing that for fifteen days 
on the Camino del Norte before my right foot said  'enough is enough' 
I'd say that was a hard journey to make. 
   I have met a number of people who have literally walked 
from there own front door or from the village that they live in and the 
journey was either taking months or years a bit at a time. This year I 
met a lady who had recently retired and was walking from 
Southampton area and it was going to take her at least three months. 
She gave me a great tip about a place that you could get a single room 
for 22 euro and dinner bed and breakfast for 28 euro. On the Camino 
this is a luxury, a treat well worth taking every so often. I did meet 
some people who stayed in the Parador at Leon but for the rest of us 
when average price for a bed was six euro in a municipal Albergue and 
maybe ten if you go private and that was in a dormitory sharing a 
bathroom often with a lot of people, it was a treat! Again she had her 
reasons for walking which we talked  about on the Way. 
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   I met a group a couple of years ago who were all from the 
same village some of whom were Protestant, some of whose were 
Catholic, who were walking together from Germany and it had already 
taken them ten years and they still had a long way to go. Now that is 
commitment to a call, to walk the Camino and an openness to what 
the journey will bring. In contrast I met some people who had an 
impossibly tight time frame to do the journey and as a result missed 
out so much on the journey itself. I met one person who thought that 
they could walk from St Jean Pied de Port to Santiago in seventeen 
days (books suggest around thirty four) and others who were having 
to rush or miss parts because of the timescale that they had given 
themselves. Again in contrast on my first year I met three lads who 
were walking from Switzerland and they were going to be on the road 
for three months. I also met a group of Germans who return this year 
to walk from Burgos to Leon and have been walking for a number of 
years. And on the Camino del Norte I met a Dutch  couple who set off 
from their own front door three months before and when I met them 
they only had a few days left before they actually arrived at Santiago. 
  People leave from their own front door and I did that on the 
25th off July 2012, the feast of St James or Santiago as he is known in 

Spanish (took me a bit to realise that but I didn't 
like to ask at the time). I had celebrated mass 
with my mum and dad the night before and then 
as she did on so many occasions my mum took 
me to the train station to begin the adventure. 
Looking back now I realise what a special call it 
has been to walk the Camino and how returning 
to it has helped me at difficult and sad moments 
in life as well as giving me the  opportunity to 

have many adventures with God. How that call came about I am not 
entirely sure. I was aware of the Camino, I had heard of it for a 
number of years before I contemplated going on it. I was busy with 
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other 'road movies', summer adventures that made me feel like I  was a 
character in Lord of the Rings, preferably Gandalf! But the Camino 
remained and presented itself time and again as if to say '''You are 
meant to do this!'   
   I can remember going to Foyle's bookshop in London and 
buying books and maps and then texting a number of my friends to say 
that I had decided to think about doing the Camino. Somehow it was a 
first step, a way of 
accepting the call, of 
being open to the 
suggestion. I didn't know 
how or when or who with 
but I began to allow it to 
be a possibility. Many of 
the people I have spoken to on the Way have similar experiences and 
have heard about the Camino through books, or people they know or 
programmes on television or the Internet. But what really interests me 
is that a lot more people will have met people who have walked the 
Camino, or will have read books or seen programmes about it but never 
walked any of it and I am referring here to people who have had the 
chance but not taken it. Somehow they have screened the call, the 
number or name has come up on the phone and they have declined the 
call. 
   There is no doubt in my mind that the film 'The Way' has 
had a very positive effect on the number of people walking the Camino 
Frances, particularly young people from America, and my good friend on 
the Camino, Martin had  told me that a couple of years ago he received 
a phone call from his sister who had just seen the film and said that he 
should watch it. As he said to me, over the holiday he had the time to 
watch it and as soon as he did he turned to his wife and said ' When I 
retire I am going to do that!' And I had the privilege of walking into 
Santiago with him this summer on the 2nd of July as he did exactly that! 

27 



   The film is well worth watching whether you are thinking 
of going on the Camino or not and I rarely have a copy for more than a 

few weeks before I have given it someone to watch. It 
stars Martin Sheen (this is his stage name taken from the 
then Bishop Fulton Sheen) who in my opinion did a great 
job as President of America in the West Wing and was 
written and directed by his son Emilio Estevez. Their 
family had lived close by to the Camino so there was 
a link and the extra material on the DVD shows this 
very clearly. The premise is that somebody dies on 

the first day of the walk from St Jean Pied de Port and his father flies 
from America to pick up his ashes. He then decides to walk the Camino 
Distributing his son's ashes on the Way, and as does happen very 
quickly, he meets other people and they walk together and share their 
stories. I actually met a man who was walking back from St Jean Pied 
de Port because his son had died and he wanted to remember him on 
the Way. He had not seen the film and yet there was something of the 
film in that real life story. Little did I realise that two years later I would 
be taking my own mother's ashes to Santiago. In fact I remember 
showing the film to my mum and dad a couple of nights before I set off 
and there was a long silence! I assured them that people dying on the 
Camino was unusual (although last year 27 people did die on the 
Camino). When I asked someone what was the main cause I think 
judging from the mime it was heart attack. And it can be dangerous 
crossing the Pyrenees but I did it.  
    Not that year actually because the first year I set off 
from Le Puy en Velay. (where the famous Puy lentils are grown) There are 
many places to start the Camino, including your own front door and if 
you don't decide to start from there then you have to start 
somewhere. I chose Le Puy because , well I think it was because, the 
oldest recorded journey to Santiago as a pilgrimage from there was 
completed by the bishop over a thousand years ago. I am sure there 
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were journeys before particularly as the Camino Primitivo is on a 
different route and there are plenty of good books that document all 
you need to know on that and this isn't one of them! But there are a 
number of routes, four main ones  in France. In fact I remember 
finding point zero outside Notre Dame cathedral (where all distances 
in Paris are measured from) because that was a place to start. I chose 
one of the other French routes so I didn't actually arrive at the 
Pyrenees  until the end of the third stage of the journey in the summer 
of 2014. I had decided that I would cross the Pyrenees at the end of a 
stage rather than on the first day. For many people it is the first day of 
the Camino and it is definitely one of the hardest days. So I took the 
advice of the books and did it as I walked from Lectoure to Pamplona.  
    So crossing the Pyrenees had been on my mind for a 
couple of years as a result of watching the film! What would it be like, 
was it that dangerous, what if the weather came in. After 750k walking 
I was worried that could be the end of the journey and that was still a 
long way from Santiago. Less than a 1000k though because I 
remember being excited when I saw that sign. Then this year to see 
the sign for 100k and then 50k and then people had stolen the 
distances on the way markers so that took the edge off that a bit . But I 
digress! I arrived in St Jean Pied de Port in time for Sunday mass and 
con celebrated. Well I did my best to con celebrate because whilst my 
French was up to speed at the time and I don't have any Basque so I 
did my best. Anyway after the Mass one of the German pilgrims, part 
of the group who had been walking from their own area over a 
number of years was there on her own. I met the group the year 
before and ended up translating from French to English at the meal for 
the instructions of what we had to do after. Then I met them again this 
particular year at the Alchemist which was another famous spot on 
the Camino and we had a great meal outdoors with at least fifteen 
people around the table speaking in lots of different languages about 
lots of different things. I had ended up in the same place with them a 
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few nights later and we had a great evening. So I was surprised to see 
Monica on her own. She explained that the rest of the group had 
crossed the Pyrenees that day but she had not done and I think she 
was a bit nervous about doing it. She was not on her own in that! I too 
was nervous and was thinking that I would get up early, set off at a 
good pace and hopefully be there before everyone else because not 
only was there the matter of the mountain but also you can't book a 
place in the municipal albergues in Spain and that was the day to cross 
the border . 
   So it would have been very easy for me to say 'what a 
shame' and leave it at that. But I could tell how important this journey 
was to her and she was the main organiser  so it somehow didn't seem 
right that she was left behind. It was another time when I found myself 
saying something and at the same time thinking this is turning my 
plans upside down. 'Why don't we walk it together in the morning?' 
And we agreed to meet outside the church early the next day. It was a 
very special day walking apart from me being told off for talking too 
loudly by another pilgrim which I took exception to because I was 
trying to keep Monica going and laughing. Ah the Camino, it is mostly 
peaceful! Anyway peace be with that pilgrim who told me off 
wherever he may be now, probably doing the same thing somewhere 
else! The weather was mostly OK but it did start to look a bit like the 
film at one stage with the mist as we were right at the top but we 
safely made it over the border and down the mountain into Spain. I 
didn't realise how much that had been on my mind since I had set off 
on the Camino until it had been safely negotiated. So needless to say 
we had a couple of celebratory beers before a very happy Monica took 
the bus back to St Jean knowing that she could carry on the next year 
as part of the whole group. Later that day I phoned home and funnily 
enough my mum had worked out exactly where I was that day even 
though I hadn't mentioned it so it was a happy phone call I remember 
fondly. 
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   All part of taking the call. What is it that makes some people 
decide to walk the Camino and others who are equally capable of doing 
it decide not to. There are of course many reasons but there is an 
invitation, an opportunity that God is presenting to people to know Him 
better and allow Him to help them in their lives and I believe that these 
calls from God come throughout our lives, take many different forms 
and really are from God. Again it comes back to our belief in God. When 
we believe in God then to me it makes sense to believe that God calls 
us. If He is calling us then we need to be in a position to be able to hear 
that call. Remember it was in the gentle breeze that Elijah was aware of 
God's presence. And when we are aware that there is a call and we are 
attuned to that call then we need to answer the call as best we can.  
     This is something that can be very clear on the Camino 
when speaking to fellow pilgrims. Perhaps it is not always as easy to 
discern in our daily life. Again it is good to come back to the reply of 
Samuel 'speak Lord your servant is listening.' I remember that we had a 
talk once by a spiritual director at college about prayer when he took 
the scripture passage of the call of Samuel and said too often we say to 
God 'Listen Lord your servant is speaking.' I wonder if sometimes in 
prayer we can fill the time with the very beautiful set prayers that are a 
great gift to us from God through the Church in such a way that we 
never actually hear what God is wanting to say to us. In American 
politics there is the strange phenomenon of Filibustering which if I 
remember correctly means that someone just keeps talking until time 
has run out to pass the bill. It could be that at times we do the same 
with our relationship with God, filling the time with our prayers but 
never given God the chance to speak to us in the heart and in the soul, 
to speak to us in silence. Again there is something that we can take into 
our pilgrimage through life: an understanding that as well as God calling 
us it is important for us to be open to that call in the same way that we 
might be if the phone rings and we know it is God and we press the 
green button! 
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   One of my favourite pictures is  Holman Hunt 'Christ the 
Light of the World.' In it Jesus stands with a lantern knocking at the 
door of a cottage. The painting is full of symbolism and there are some 
very good meditations based upon it. What I like best is that the door 
of the cottage is meant to represent the door to the human heart. 
There is no door handle on the outside and it can 
only be opened from within. This speaks very 
powerfully to me of how God calls us. He knocks 
and He waits but He doesn't force Himself upon 
us. Yet we make a powerful prayer inviting the 
will of God into the world and into our lives every 
time we pray the Our Father: thy will be done. A 
complete contrast to the priest who said that 
whenever you open the door start with the 
answer 'no' and take it from there! 
   'Thy will be done', a very powerful 
way of saying yes to God which is central to 
responding to God. Sometimes we say no, sometimes we say maybe 
and yet true peace lies in us saying yes to God. If we remember Jesus 
said 'My peace I leave you, my peace I give you, a peace the world 
cannot give.' I firmly believe that this peace comes from abandoning 
ourselves to God and the more that we do that in our own lives the 
more the kingdom of God breaks though into our world. In the 
Catholic cathedral in Liverpool if you look up in the centre at the 
'lantern' ceiling there is a lot of blue and some red stained glass. The 
red represents the kingdom of God breaking through into the world 
and in Jesus the kingdom has broken through in a unique way. But the 
kingdom can break though more and more if we say 'Thy will be done' 
if we say 'yes' to God. 
   In trying to do this we have the wonderful example of Our 
Lady at the annunciation when she is asked by St Gabriel the 
Archangel to be the mother of Jesus. God knocks on the door of her 
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heart and she immediately says 'Behold the handmaid of the Lord be it 
done unto me according to thy word.' Another way of saying 'yes' , thy 
will be done. And Our Lady continues to say yes throughout her life 
even at the foot of the cross. The last recorded words that we have in 
the Gospels of Mary are at the wedding feast of Cana when she says 
'Do whatever he (Jesus) tells 
you to do.' A very powerful 
combination to say 'thy will 
be done' and to do whatever 
Jesus tells us to do. This, I 
think is the essence of 
vocation which is a word with 
a Latin root which means 
'calling'. And with the backdrop of the Camino I am trying to show that 
we all have a calling from God and it is important to discern what that 
calling is each day, to hear it, to answer it and to say yes to it!  
   Saying Yes is a way of life. Equally saying No is a way of life. 
There are life gurus who talk about the importance of saying yes to 
opportunities. There was even a film called The Yes Man in which Jim 
Carey decided that he would say yes to whatever he was asked. It 
takes the point to an extreme but there is a point. The more we say 
yes to opportunities the more open our lives become and the more 
that we say no the more closed and inward looking are lives are. And 
happiness comes with being open to opportunity. If that is so generally 
how much more is that true in our relationship with God. Again people 
who do not believe in God will quickly reduce the idea of calling to a 
human phenomenon and dismiss the divine. We need to make sure 
that we do not do this in our own lives or the way that we view those 
around us. When we say 'yes' to God we really are saying yes to God 
and when we say 'Thy will be done' we really are saying it to God. 
What a wonderfully dangerous prayer to make!  
   I remember once having a big decision to make and I really 
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didn't know quite what to do so I bought a big candle, a very big 
candle! I placed it where I said my prayers and decided that I would 
light it every day for a time and say that this was a 'Thy will be done 
candle' and make a decision when the candle had burnt down. I can 

honestly say that the decision I made as a result 
gave me a great deal of peace. It is a very 
practical way of expressing a desire to do God's 
will and something that we can all do. 

   Saying 'yes' when God calls us means that we are prepared 
to be open to God deciding the best way to do something rather than 
ourselves and sometimes we need to be out of plans, out of our own 
ideas, out of our depth before we can say 'over to you Lord.' One of 
the most profound experiences on the Camino took place on the 
fourth day of the first year that I was walking the Camino  and I can 
remember the circumstances very clearly still today. I was sat in the 
middle of a field in the middle of nowhere somewhere in France 
saying Prayer During the Day. As a priest I promise to say the Prayer of 
the Church which punctuates the day with prayer. Whilst it is a 
promise that we make at ordination to the diaconate it is something 
that many people pray and shorter versions are available and well 
worth trying. It keeps us connected with God throughout the day: 
Morning Prayer, Prayer During the Day, Evening Prayer, Night Prayer 
and Office of Readings. It keeps bringing us back to God throughout 
the day and on that day in particular it was just as well. 
 

   So I was sat, as I said, in the middle of a field somewhere 
very remote in France when my mobile phone rang. It was my mum. 
Now I knew that it must be something important for her to ring at that 
time of day and I thought immediately that it must be about my dad. A 
few months earlier he had been diagnosed with bowel cancer and 
given eighteen months to live. This was all very surreal for me and 
something that I was very much praying about and for my dad and our 
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family as I walked. I answered the phone and it was that my dad was 
very unwell and it looked like I would need to go home. I was only four 
days walking into the Camino and having the best of adventures but I 
knew that if I had to go home then I would do so straight away. In fact 
it had been touch and go whether I set off at all waiting for a check up 
with Dad a few days before the start of the Camino. I reassured my 
mum that I could be back at any time, no problem and I tried to make 
it sound like Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris. I said that I would ring 
later and then when I switched the phone off and looked around there 
was nothing apart from a few cows.  
   I decided that I had to give the whole situation over to 
God. I distinctly remember saying in prayer that I had no idea what to 
do and no plans so I will have to give it all to God. Pretty much along 
the lines of 'It's over to you God because I have no idea what to do.' 
And this was where I had one of the most profound experiences of 
God speaking to me saying 'Now sit back and watch God at work in 
your life.' It was very clear to me and because I believe in God then I 
really do believe that the message came from God and I heard it in my 
heart, in my soul and on this particular occasion in words, in French 
words to be precise 'Asseyey vous et regarde l'ouevre de Dieu' in other 
words 'sit down and watch the work of God.' I made the walk that day 
one of trusting God and entrusting the situation to Him and not trying 
to dictate the parameters of what I was and was not prepared to do.  
   The result was extraordinary. Pieces fell into place in a way 
that I could never imagine and by the end of the day I had a plan, a 
way forward but I like to think that it was God's plan that I was going 
to work with rather than my own plan. I wonder if a good way of 
discerning the difference, for me anyway, is the flexibility of the plan. I 
can be very rigid when I want something to be done my way and 
inflexible about the way to do it. In contrast when I am trying to do 
something God's way then there is a flexibility, an adaptability, that 
always presents new opportunities. Now those who don't believe in 
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God will explain that away in human terms but if we believe in God 
then we are entitled to see it as a willingness, an openness to the will 
of God. Here is an extract from my diary on that occasion: 
   Day 6 (2012) Le Rouget - Aumont Aubrac 
'I am sat in an attic room in a newly converted Gite that I have all to 
myself, on a white rocking chair, after a roller coaster of a day. Began 
quietly, breakfast and set off on the way. At first cool in shade but then 
very warm. Rucksack much better weight now and trusting the signs - 
typing up directions this year important for the year but like other 
things not another time. I decided to have quiet time in prayer and 
resist the dictionary. Then as I began to pray the rosary I thought I 
would learn the prayers in French so that is what I have done - slowly. 
   Just as I sat down for a break Mum rang very concerned 
about Dad and upset. I said that I would come straight back but she 
said to see what the doctor says tomorrow. Difficult to be so far away 
and difficult for my mum. Spent rest of the walking thinking and 
praying about the situation. When I arrived in Aumont Aubrac I went 
to the church and prayed the bit of the Our Father in French 'Thy 
kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. Thy will be 
done! And asked God for help. Next to the church a Dominican Gite 
d'etape and there I asked for some help, then at the Tourist info and at 
the Gite. Then did some washing after shower, went back to Tourist 
Info to check alternative plan, bought some new walking shoes - I 
didn't notice I had virtually worn the others out in training, and some 
nail clippers. In the chemist lots dedicated to feet! So lots of 
interaction its French people in shops! 
   Then I went to Mass where I met a local priest, Pere 
Robert, who was quite a character. He allowed me to con celebrate, 
asked me to read the Gospel and part of Eucharistic prayer and give 
out Holy Communion - now that's delegation. After mass he offered to 
take me out for a meal so I said yes! Then I rang home and was glad to 
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speak to mum again and we will see what the doctor says tomorrow. 
Dom (my brother) got in touch to say that he will sort flights if needed. 
Then went for meal with Pere Robert which was two hours trying to 
speak French about the Church. Very pleasant (for me anyway). Then 
came back to Gite and Annie, the owner arrived and we spoke for 
nearly an hour. They I decided  to wash my t shirt and write this! 
Placing everything into God's hands completely now - nothing else I 
can do. The plan is to walk tomorrow and then see. After that I just 
don't know. If this is the end of the Chemin  for now then it has been 
one of the best adventures in my life ever. AMDG' 
   Day 7 Aumont Aubrac - Nasbinals 
'I'm writing my journal at 10.30pm after another full day on the 
Chemin. This morning I set off from the very posh new Gite that I had 
all to myself at 8.00am and again found the food that I needed. To 
begin with I could feel the new trainers but by end of the day they had 
managed extremely well. Needless to say my thoughts this morning 
were very much with my family and I thought that this could well be  
the last day of my adventure this time. It was quite a long day today 
because of the heat so I am so glad that I have cleared my rucksack. 
Tried to pray the rosary in French. Met a number of people on the way, 
all French - majority of people seem to be French so thank God literally 
for grace to try and speak some French - today I tried a few tenses. 
Met young woman and brother who were at the farm the other night, 
met lady who spoke to me outside church last night who asked about 
dad. Spoke with a teacher from France called Caroline. 
   Arrived in Nasbinals some time after two and went straight 
to the church. Wherever possible this is how I want to finish each day. 
Then went to 'welcome', met a seminarian, Gabriel, very hospitable, as 
talking to him the phone rang - it was mum. As with all news about 
dad now it is mixed. There is not going to be unqualified good news. 
Today the talk is of the McMillan Nurse which I think will be a great 
support. At same time somehow makes it more real. I think it will be 

37 



months now and look at all the words as I write them as if they are 
words of another family - but it is happening to us. 
   So I am continuing the Chemin. I went back to the church 
then to the Gite. The seminarian invited me to mass, meal and then 
gathering which have just got back from - I bought a couple of bottles 
of wine for celebration! Great evening. Korean Priest Johan Kim really 
good guy as were both seminarians and other people at the table. I'm 
not sure exactly what I m doing to the French language but I'm doing 
my best. Going to bed soon - hopefully not too long a walk tomorrow 
( might ask Johan if he wants to come). Need a rest tomorrow 
afternoon. Another brilliant day AMDG' 
   Thy will be done in action on the Camino, and a profound 
experience that has stayed with me ever since and formed the way 
that I pray. How can we take these experiences into daily life? How can 
we use them if we never have the chance to walk the Camino? How 
can we make it a very natural part of our daily life? With the Our 
Father we can concentrate on the phrase 'The Will be done' and even 
light a candle to emphasise that is what we really want when we say it. 
And as well as the Our Father we are given the wonderful tradition of 
the Angelus which is prayed in the morning, midday and in the 
evening, a prayer that encourages us to follow the example of Our 
Lady in the way that we say yes to the call of God each day of our lives. 
So I invite you to pray it regularly realising that it is a very dangerous 
and powerful prayer! 
 
The Angel of the Lord declared unto Mary 
And she conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit 
Hail Mary, full of grace the Lord is with thee, blessed art thou amongst 
women and blessed is the fruit of they womb Jesu Holy Mary, Mother 
of God pray for us sinners now and at the hour of our death. Amen. 
Behold the handmaid of the Lord 
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Be it done unto me according to Thy word 
Hail Mary, full of grace the Lord is with thee, blessed art thou amongst 
women and blessed is the fruit 
of they womb Jesu. Holy Mary, 
Mother of God pray for us 
sinners now and at the hour of 
our death. Amen. 
And the Word became flesh 
And dwelt amongst us 
Hail Mary, full of grace the Lord 
is with thee, blessed art thou 
amongst women and blessed is 
the fruit of they womb Jesu. Holy Mary, Mother of God pray for us 
sinners now and at the hour of our death. Amen. 
Let us pray, that we may be made worthy of the promises of Christ. 
Pour forth we beseech you, O Lord, your grace into our hearts that we 
to whom the incarnation of Christ Your Son was made known by the 
message of an angel May by His passion and cross be brought to the 
glory of his resurrection, through the same Christ our Lord. Amen. 
 
The first stage of medieval pilgrimage was an understanding of being 
called to a particular journey at a particular time in life. In the 
medieval world there were three main places to go on pilgrimage: the 
Holy Land, Rome and Santiago da Compostela. There were, of course, 
many other places that people would go on pilgrimage, Canterbury 
and Walsingham were important places of pilgrimage but the big three 
were the Holy Land, Rome and Santiago da Compostela. Still today the 
Holy Land and Rome are very important places of pilgrimage for 
Christians and Santiago is the one remaining medieval pilgrimage site 
that most people still try to arrive on foot.  
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It is understandable that people are called to go to Jerusalem and 
Galilee and those who have had the privilege of doing so experience in 
a very special way the bible coming to life. Once you have been on a 
boat on Lake galilee the Gospel story of Jesus calming the Storm takes 
on a whole new dimension. Some people talk of the Gospel stories 
suddenly being in colour rather than black and white. Others talk 
about a pilgrimage to the Holy Land as the Fifth Gospel and to go there 
is a unique pilgrimage. Any other pilgrimage will take you to the places 
where the followers of Christ have been or the relic of those who have 
followed Christ are housed. But when you go to the Holy Land then 
you are going to places where Christ himself walked and if we truly 
believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of God made man, then we are 
walking in the footsteps of God made man himself. I have had the 
privilege of going on pilgrimage to the Holy Land twice and each 
experience has been extraordinary. I have to admit that I thought that 
it there might be too much of 'this is the exact spot where Jesus....' 
Conveniently located next to a souvenir shop. But what I found very 
interesting was the archaeological work that was being done by the 
Franciscans, who are custodians of many of the main sites of religious 
significance for Christians in the Holy Land many of whom are 
theologians and archaeologists. One of the many things that I wasn't 
aware of before I arrived.  
   It seems that Emperor Hadrian, of the wall fame, was keen 
on wiping out Christianity and one of the ways that he decided to do 
this was to build Pagan temples on the sites of greatest religious 
importance to Christians, in particular Calvary and the tomb. And 
apparently he built pagan altars exactly on those spots. Now linked 
with the Jewish understanding of memory and or remembering in 
precise places where events have taken place and that these sites 
were venerated from the earliest of times Hadrian marked very clearly 
where these places  where to be found. So when Emperor Constantine 
became a Christian his mother Helena went to Jerusalem and 
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rediscovered these paces. This means that with a great degree of 
confidence we know that these are the places and if we have the 
privilege of visiting them we are very close to where Christ lived, 
suffered, died and rose again. is being confirmed more and more by 
recent excavations and irk by the Franciscan theologian archaeologists. 
   But not everyone has the opportunity to go to the Holy 
Land and there have been times in history when it has been too 
dangerous to go to the Holy Land and this was one of the reason why 
people would choose instead to go to Santiago da Compostela. Indeed 
our tradition of the Stations of the Cross in our churches comes from a 
time when it was considered too dangerous to go to Jerusalem. It is 
quite an experience to walk the way of the cross on the Via Delarosa 
because the idea is that we walk with Christ in His suffering so that we 
are aware that He walks with us in our suffering. But we can do this by 
praying the stations of the cross, a tradition particularly linked with 
Lent but available to us all the time and of particular importance 
during times of suffering for ourselves or those we love (and as we are 
all part of God's family this prayer, can be offered for anyone in the 
world whether we know them or not). This is another way that we can 
pilgrimage into our own lives. If there is something that is a great 
suffering or sorrow at this time in your life then a very powerful pray is 
the journey that is the Stations of the Cross. If we are able to go to 
church then we can pray there. But if we cannot leave the room that 
we are in then we can pray these prayers and they are very powerful 
because they remind us that Jesus is with us in our suffering. 
Pilgrimage is as much about being aware of God walking with us in our 
lives as it is visiting places of religious significance. Yes the physical 
journey helps if we can make it because it reminds us of a spiritual 
reality but pilgrimage Is open to us all: the call to make a spiritual 
journey with Christ, to bring our lives into His presence and allow His 
life, death and resurrection to transform whatever situations we find 
ourselves in at that particular time. 
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   I remember once watching a programme on the way that 
Christ was depicted in medieval art and it showed one picture of Jesus 
where the skin was particularly green. Now I have had the privilege of 
being able to do some icon painting and I also know that the skin 
tones can be greener during that particular erase art but the 
commentators talked about the positioning of this image in a way that 
made a great deal of sense to me, particularly as the lips were green 
which I haven't seen in other images. The image of Jesus was placed in 
a hospital where people suffered from a particular skin disease that 
made their skin be tinged green and this image was there to remind 
them that Jesus was with them in their suffering. There wouldn't have  
been televisions or other images to focus on and so this would be of 
particular importance. I remember once reading about a hospital that 
had been a Catholic hospital but then when it was taken over the first 
thing that was done was to take down the crosses over the beds and 
how sad that was. The crucifix reminds us that Christ is with us in our 
suffering and will help us if only we allow him to. 
  I think that this is why the holding Cross is such a powerful way 
of praying. You may be familiar with these small wooden crosses that 
are designed in such a way as to fit comfortably in the hand and were 
originally designed for cancer patients to hold when they found it 
difficult to pray. To hold the cross was a very powerful pray in itself: to 
give the suffering over to Christ. This is part of our understanding of 
the death of Christ on the cross, to share in our suffering, and to take 

on our suffering, as well as to take away the sins of the 
world. But he can only do this if we allow him to do 
because he knocks on the door of the heart and waits for us 
to answer the call. This is definitely a call that Jesus gives us 
every day of our lives 'Come to me all you who are 
overburdened and I will give you rest.'  What a beautiful call 

to walk with Jesus, to place our burdens on Him knowing that he an 
carry them for us. Whoever we are and wherever we are on life's 
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journey then Jesus is inviting us to trust him. To trust him with what is 
most important to us, to hand over to him all that matters in our lives. 
The way we do this is to go on pilgrimage, a spiritual pilgrimage of 
trust that may or may not be accompanied by a physical pilgrimage. 
  So a very real way that we can do this is to pray the Stations of 
the Cross, at home, in the car, in church, wherever we are. And whilst 
quite rightly this is a very important prayer during Lent we should not 
think that we can only use this form of prayer in Lent. Yes let us go 
on  pilgrimage with Jesus today! If you are in a time of pain, suffering, 
or grief then making some time in prayer beginning with the sign of 
the cross and then bringing  to mind all that is in your heart and mind 
and offer it to Jesus and ask him to carry it for you and then in 
whatever way you find most helpful, pray the stations of the Cross. If 
there are members of your family or friends who are in a time of 
suffering, pain, or grief then bring them to mind and again offer the 
Stations of the Cross for them.  
   In the Jewish tradition memory is of great importance and 
'anamnesis' which means to remember (the opposite of amnesia, to 
forget) meant that you went right back in time and in space to the 
place and events that you were remembering. This is particularly true 
with the Passover Meal. The Jewish people definitely believed, that 
this took them back in time and space to when and where the events 
of the exodus from Egypt took place. This is seen as very real. This 
is  something that we can also use in our prayer and allows us to go to 
places that maybe we never have had the chance to visit or may never 
have the chance to visit again. In other words to go on pilgrimage in 
our hearts, in our minds and in our souls. If we have been special 
places of pilgrimage then to remember those places, those times in 
prayer, with photographs, if we have them, and that helps. If we have 
not, then either using our imagination or with books about those 
places, read about them and look at the images and allow God to take 
us there in prayer. You may know someone who has a deep love of a 
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place they may never have the chance to go to. Well perhaps the 
perfect present for them is a well illustrated book about the place 
which allows them to go there in prayer and in that way create an 
opportunity for them to be aware of God walking with them wherever 
they are now. 
   So, the Holy Land was and still does have a unique place in 
the Christian world. So to, in a different way, does Rome, the place of 
the martyrdom of St Peter and St Paul. If you have the privilege of 
going on pilgrimage to Rome, then in the great Basilica of St Peter are 
the remains of St Peter not far from where he was martyred. And at St 
Paul's outside the walls are the remains of St Paul close to where he 
was martyred. In Jerusalem we follow in the footsteps of Christ, in 
Rome we follow in the footsteps of those who followed Christ, those 
who brought his message of love to the centre of the known world for 
the Roman Empire at that time. The day before I left the Holy Land on 
my first pilgrimage there we visited Caesarea Maritime where Pontius 
Pilate lived most of the time and where St Peter and St Paul probably  
left for Rome. It was a very special moment as I looked West and 
thought that but for these people I would not have  the faith, the 
understanding of God, that I have today. And I have had some very 
special experiences in Rome on pilgrimage. 
   The first time I visited Rome was with my very good  friend 
Fr Andrew Stringfellow, who had studied there and knew the place 
well. It was so exciting to see St Peter's Square, the balcony that the 
pope stood to give a Christmas and Easter blessing and for the first 
time when elected as pope, to visit the tomb of St Peter, the Sistine 
Chapel..... The list goes on and on and most of all it was inspiring. We 
visited a place that commemorated the martyrs (people who have 
died for their faith) in the twentieth century and more people have 
died as Christian martyrs in the twentieth century than the previous 
nineteen put together. It made our faith very real and made me aware 
of the history of our faith.  
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   I had the privilege of being in Rome during the time of the 
election of Pope Francis. It was the idea of my mum who said 'why 
don't you go?' I said that it was Lent and that it was busy in the parish 
but she pointed out quite rightly 'You might never get the chance to go 
again!' And what an experience it was. Again I went with Andrew and 
stayed with  Fr Enda Murphy at the Palatines who were very 
hospitable. And we were there for it all: the opening mass of the 
conclave, we watched the black smoke from a balcony outside the 
offices of the Congregation for Divine Worship, we were in the square 
when the white smoke went up, we made a day pilgrimage to Assisi as 
the Pope chose the name Francis, we were there for the installation of 
Pope Francis and much more. It is all documented in a series of 
podcasts that we made and sent back to England which were great fun 
to make. So again the call the pilgrimage. On this occasion it came 
through my mum and she enjoyed hearing all about it and could share 
in the joy of it in that way. She saw the potential and was an 
instrument of God's call on that occasion and I decided to say yes to 
the opportunity despite a number of legitimate reason why I could 
have said no. And now it is one of many unforgettable experiences, 
one the many unforgettable adventures with God that I have been 
given through pilgrimage. All of that was made possible by saying yes 
to God, to be prepared to take the risk. I believe that we can do that 
every day of our lives and also be catalysts for other people in 
becoming aware of Gods call for them. 
    
It is something that we as priests are asked to do in relation to 
vocation to the priesthood: if we think that someone might be being 
called to be a priest to invite them to think about that more. This is 
very important but should not be limited to priesthood or religious life 
as we need all the different roles in society with people using their 
gifts and talents to help others and  to the greater glory of God. As 
well as discerning what God is calling us to do each day, to discern how 
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He is calling us to be on pilgrimage with Him, it is also our calling to 
help others discover that in their lives too. Maybe at this time you feel 
that God is asking you to help somebody discern what journey God is 
calling them to make. Based on the same principle that if we believe in 
God then it fair for us to expect that at times God will ask us to be 
instruments of His call for those around us. To be able to say in a way 
that people hear what God is calling them to do and to be. This is 
different to what we might want them to do or to be and again has the 
flexibility of doing the will of God and helping others discern the will of 
God for them. It is all part of being called. 
   For many people pilgrimage was and is a way back to God, 
a journey of repentance. This was certainly true for the medieval 
pilgrims who walked to Santiago to obtain the Compostela that 
assured them forgiveness of sins. For many the walk was an act of 
penance, of reparation, to repair the relationship with God. It is 
certainly still recommended as part of a pilgrimage journey to 
celebrate the sacrament of Reconciliation on the Way. People  have 
the time and space to reflect on their relationship with God and 
express a desire to be walking with God more in their lives. Again a 
physical. Action, walking to a holy place, that reflects a spiritual reality 
in life. Sr Bernadette, a Carmelite  nun who prays for me everyday 
thanks be to God, told me once that when she was a novice mistress 
she would sometimes encourage the novices to run to the statue of 
Jesus in the garden. A wonderful image! Also a very powerful way of 
expressing a desire to be close to Jesus. I took this  to heart and 
everyday now when I go running I touch the image of Jesus the Good 
Shepherd, which is outside my front door, as I return and offer the run 
as an act of penance for all the times in the last twenty four hours I 
have run away from Jesus. A desire to come back to God in our lives in 
the places where we need Him most. A journey that allows God into 
our lives in a new way or back into our lives where we have excluded 
Him, a pilgrimage of trust. 
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    This is how I view the Sacrament of reconciliation itself. 
As well as being in need of this sacrament as much as everybody else it 
is a beautiful sacrament to celebrate with other people, to be a 
minister of God's love and mercy. When I am that side of the 
confessional before I switch the light on and open the door to let 
people know that I am there I kneel down in front of an image of the 
Prodigal Son by Rembrandt and pray 'Jesus, Son of the Living God, 
have mercy on me a sorrowful sinner.' It reminds me of my own 
sinfulness and my own constant need of God and that I am called to 
administer His love and mercy in the way that Jesus taught us through 
the parable of the Prodigal Son. 

    And the prodigal Son made a journey, 
first of all away from his loving Father and then back 
home again, a pilgrimage in its own way back to where 
he belonged. St Augustine said that sin is looking for 
the right thing in the wrong place. The more I think 
about that the more I realise it is a very good way of 
helping me understand what sin is and why I sin, 
setting off in a different direction looking for 
something that I will only really find in God. This can 
often happen when we place something else in the 
centre of our lives rather than God: pleasure; power, 
wealth, or acclaim. When we think that these will 

bring us satisfaction in our lives we are 'feeding strawberries to 
donkeys', in other words, there will never be an end to it, we will never 
be satisfied.  These things can take us away from God and end up with 
us feeling very lost and that is when a physical journey of some sort 
expressing a desire to go back to God can be very useful. 
    Whenever anybody comes into the confessional I will 
say that they have made a pilgrimage, a journey of trust in God's love 
and mercy and a desire to be reconciled to Him. I wonder if you have 
ever thought of the sacrament in those terms. To make the conscious 
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decision to be reconciled with God, to make the time and to make the 
journey on foot or by car (probably not by horse generally). This is a 
very real pilgrimage that we can make in our daily lives and if we are 
not able to get to church then to have the courage to ask your parish 
priest to come and celebrate the sacrament of reconciliation with you. 
If you are able to come to church then to make that a regular part of 
our journey through life. It is a good way of ensuring that we are going 
in the right direction and as someone who has walked often in the 
wrong direction on the Camino it is always a good thing to check! 
     The desire to be closer to God begins with making 
a step towards His love and mercy and in the Year of Mercy we have 
been given wonderful opportunities to make pilgrimages back to God, 
all of which are like the journey of the prodigal Son back to the loving 
Father, back to the door of God's love which is always open to us. The 
Holy Doors opened throughout the world in cathedrals and other 
churches of particular importance are a physical reminder of the love 
of God that is open to us and again calls us to pilgrimage. Many people 
will have travelled on pilgrimage to Rome this year to enter through 
the Holy Doors in St Peter's Basilica, St John Lateran, St Mary Major's 
and St Paul's outside the Walls, a tradition that goes back to 1300. 
Walking through an open door as a physical reminder of God's love for 
us. The image of an open door is a powerful one. And the decision of 
the pope to have Holy Doors throughout the  world is a recognition 
that not everybody will be able to make the pilgrimage to Rome but 
God's love and mercy is open to everyone. 
     A few years ago when it was the Year of Faith in our 
parish we decided to have some lapel badges made that had an open 
door design on them. I drew the design, showed it to my mum who 
was an art teacher and she made it look like an open door! Then one 
of our parishioners took the design and we had the badges made. All 
of this was based on a favourite family story about my great uncle Bill 
O'Brien who was, I think, a bit of a character! He married a lady whom 
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my great grandma referred to as a Vaudeville star but we are not 
exactly sure what she did. Three weeks after the marriage she ran off 
to join the circus and from then on my uncle Bill O’Brien never locked 
his back door because he wanted her to know that if she ever did 
come back there was a place for her. Sadly she never did and he only 
locked the door when he knew for certain that she had died, but the 
point stands, the door was left unlocked. I often tell this story at the 
Year 11 Leaver's Mass in our local Catholic high school, Fisher Moore 
and remind them that wherever they go, whatever they do or happens 
to them the door is always open to them. The same is true for all of us 
but sometimes we need to ' come to our senses' like the prodigal son 
and realise that we are lost or have been walking away from God and 
take the opportunity to be reconciled with Him. 
     A physical journey if we can make it is a good way 
of doing this and the journey can be long or short, what matters is the 
intention. To walk to the crucifix in the house or to walk to the top of a 
mountain or visit a church nearby on foot or in the car can all be 
pilgrimages of trust in God's love and mercy. Perhaps a good way to 
prepare for such a journey is to read the story of the prodigal Son and 
be with him when he comes to his senses and imagine walking back 
with him to his loving father and realising that we too are the children 
of the same loving Father. Then to make the physical journey with that 
in mind, a powerful pilgrimage that brings us closer to God. The story 
of the Prodigal Son is after all told by Jesus the Son of God who wants 
to tell us and show us what God is like and bring us closer to Him. 
     Today, in fact, I am up early to write so that I can 
walk down to the Portziunulca as a pilgrimage of reconciliation as 
there is the special pardon for those who go to the church, the 
sacrament of Reconciliation and Mass and say the Our Father. In fact 
the pope is visiting Assisi in two days because it is a special anniversary 
of this pilgrimage of reconciliation. Perhaps this is why this element of 
pilgrimage is very much in my mind. As I did on the Camino I will take 
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some quiet reflection time when walking and also pray the rosary and 
the divine mercy as I walk, all with the intention of walking back to 
God, trying to find the right thing in the right place and be more at 
peace with God and those around me. 
    This is certainly a very powerful part of any pilgrimage 
journey, a desire to be reconciled with God. Perhaps we are not always 
aware of this when we set off on a pilgrimage. Perhaps we are not 
aware of how lost we have become. But taking a step back to God we 
can be very certain that He will respond like the loving Father in the 
story of the Prodigal Son and throw his arms around us. Whoever we 
are, wherever we are on the pilgrimage through life this love is always 
open to us and sometimes the call to pilgrimage is a call to us 'to come 
to our senses.' 
    The call to pilgrimage, the first stage for medieval 
pilgrims is as important to us today as it was for them. God is always 
calling us to pilgrimage throughout our lives because life itself is a 
pilgrimage. This understanding of life, as I have said, comes from a 
belief in God that gives a sense of purpose and direction to our lives. 
The call to pilgrimage is an invitation to know God better, to be aware 
of, and allow Him, to be at work in our lives. So each one of us is called 
by God but we need believe that. Then we need to try and listen for 
that call because it can come as a gentle breeze as it did for Elijah who 
was hiding from God at the time! To do that we need to make time and 
space in silence to discern what God is calling us to do each day. And 
when we hear the call then we need to make sure that we 'take the 
call' and say yes to it! All of these things I keep learning and walking 
the Camino has given me a deeper understanding of this that I am 
trying to bring in to my daily life and you can too! But all of that leads 
to the second part of the medieval understanding of pilgrimage which 
is the leaving of home! 
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