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Pilgrimage Reflections 2010
Blisters and Blessings
Jack Hardaway

I am a priest.   That means I write sermons among other things that priests do, and sermons are always reflections on something, usually a passage of scripture.  The discipline of sermon writing is much like any other creative task, reflect on something and make something of it.  The text that I am reflecting on tonight and making something of, however, is not a passage of scripture, but it is something that scripture speaks of quite often, and that is walking.  I am reflecting upon and making something of walking.  If I sound kind of preachy, please forgive, I can’t help it.  It’s a habit I’ve developed.

The outline is this:	1)briefly who I am and how I grew up walking on the foothills trail.
2)a brief history of the pilgrimage route called the Camino de Santiago de Compostela.
3) some geography and notes on the experience my son and I had walking on it this past summer
			4) the faith perspective on pilgrimage and walking.
			5) a few pictures and time for questions

1)
Who am I and what is my experience of the Foothills trail:  Like I said earlier I am an Episcopal priest, I serve a parish in downtown Anderson, Grace Church.  I love what I do.  I am from Greenville.  I graduated from Eastside High School and Furman University.  I have been an ordained minister for fifteen years.    I am the husband of Susan, who is also a priest and who serves at Church of the Epiphany in Laurens.  We have three children Ben who is fifteen, Lillian who is thirteen and Frances who is eleven.

Growing up our family used to hike up Table Rock.  My father was a life guard there when he was in high school.  When I was in high school and college I began hiking, camping and exploring with friends along different sections of the foot hills trail.   Once we walked a three day stretch from Table Rock to White Water falls.   I still have three large rocks that a friend snuck into my back pack on a camping trip when we were sixteen.  I never let him know that I found them.

Supposedly I grew up.  I got married, started a family and was ordained a priest.  About eight years ago I began longing for the silence of the woods, the many shades of green and the cool quenching waters of the foothills escarpment, that bubbling-over-lushness.  Seven years ago I made my first of three solo hikes along the foot hills trail.  That first one I took my time, nine days, and walked from here (Oconee State Park) to Jones Gap State Park.  It was the wettest May in recorded history.  I felt and looked like pale raison by the end.   The other two solos I walked from here to Table Rock in five days.  Always by the end I am very happy to get home.  

My last through hike I timed it just right to see the Oconee Bells, a whole mountain side tumbling with flowers.  I had wanted for over twenty years to see them. Then I finally realized why they are such a big deal.

One time I was stuck overnight on a mountain top during an endless thunderstorm.  I lived through that just being thankful to alive.  A great gift by the way, just being thankful to be alive.

Walking has obvious fitness and mental benefits, and walking through these woods has also been a source of spiritual renewal, helping me to gain perspective back after frequently loosing it.  There is some sort of sacred mixture of the air, the water, the particular shades of green that when combined with silence and solitude and a long walk- it awakens a keen awareness of God’s presence in life.  A great gift by the way to drink from that chalice of awareness.

These long walks have never been a so called “walk in the park” they have always been very exhausting to me, leaving me with a good kind of tired and very sore feet.  These walks have always been to me a sort of retreat, a time away, focusing on something really simple, walking, breathing and resting, and frequently getting really, really wet in the emerald rains of this flamboyant ecosystem.

My last walk was a year ago, with a friend, Chesley Rowe, one of those manly challenge hikes where we walked from Laurel Valley to the Upper White Water Falls in one long day, traveling very light, 33 miles in fifteen hours.  I staggered like a drunk man for a week after that!  It was strangely purifying accomplishing something that was really sort of stupid and pointless, but it was a long walk in these sacred woods.  You either get it or you don’t.

2)
This leads up to the second part of this reflections, the pilgrimage across Spain.
Twenty years ago a friend told my about a cathedral in Spain, in Santiago de Compostela, with a giant incense Censor, big as a wheelbarrow that holds a bucket of burning coals and several big scoops of incense, it hangs from the high ceiling of the Cathedral and these monks pull on this system of ropes that get it swinging and flying back and forth across the length of the cathedral transept, a huge ball of fire and smoke flying through the air…with these monks holding on to the other end of the rope for dear life!  It is called the botafumeiro, the smoke belcher! What an image!  I had to go.  It just took me twenty years to get there.

Here is a brief history of the Camino de Santiago de Compostela.  The name is castellan Spanish for the Way of Saint James of Compostela.  It is all about the apostle St. James.  About the year 500 AD legends and stories began to accumulate about the body of St James being buried in Iberia, modern day Spain.  About the year 800 a burial site was found and declared to hold the authentic remains of the Apostle of Jesus.  There are many legends and stories surrounding the apostle, his death and the commute of his body across the Mediterranean.  They are miraculous adventures, great examples of medieval storytelling and history making.  The actual history is lost in time, but that is hardly the point.

The sight was declared by the Pope as one of three pilgrimage sites for Christians.  The first was Jerusalem, the second was Rome and the third was Compostela.  To complete a pilgrimage was to be granted special grace, the granting of prayers, and it could be an act of penance, or a way to intercede for someone you love or for a whole town afflicted by plague, and it was especially to be granted a plenary indulgence, the reduction by half of our time in purgatory, and on a holy year the granting of skipping over purgatory all together.  The holy year is when the Feast Day of St . James, July 25th, falls on a Sunday like this year.

As one of three pilgrimage sites it was granted protection by the Knights Templar, so if you like Church Conspiracy Theories Spain is a great place to go, the Templars left their mark on the Camino.  
The re-conquest of Spain from the Moors was largely powered by the economy and politics of the Camino.  It goes across a section of Northern Spain that no one ever wanted, until the remains of the apostle were found. 

So for 1200 years people have been walking from all over, making pilgrimage, to see the remains of the apostle of Jesus, and to be blessed.  It was dangerous, in the middle ages half of those who set off never made it home.  To die on pilgrimage is to be considered a martyr of the Church, which carries great honor and grace.  

There is not one single route for the Camino, there are many roads, all converging on Compostela.  The main route and the oldest originates in France and crosses over the Pyrenees Mountains and northern Spain, from the upper right corner over to the upper left corner, up above Portugal.  This way is called the Via Frances, the French way, and that is what my son and I walked this summer, about 500 miles.

3)
And this leads to part three, some notes on geography and some of our experiences.
Geography:  We started just across the border in France, in a mountain village called San Jean Pied de Port, from there it is a long day walk across the northern Pyrenees into northern Spain.  The northern Pyrenees have a similar slope and look as the southern Appalachians, just fewer trees, and much more heavily cultivated and grazed.  

There aren’t many forests along the Camino, the land has been cultivated for over 1000 years, everything is pasture, field or vineyard, with patches of woods in-between.

Going west there are foothills, and then about half of the Camino is across the Masetta, the high plains in the middle of Spain, about 1500-1800 feet in elevation.  Going west there are some minor mountain ranges and foothills, until the northwest corner of Spain, Galicia which has lots of rain and hills and is very lush and green and that is where the Camino ends at its destination.

The Camino itself is mostly dirt and gravels paths through wheat fields more than anything else, there are also many vineyards and grazing pastures, lots of cattle.   Several times a day you walk through small villages, and there are four major cities along the way that are also walked through, with their suburbs and industrial zones.  There are rural highways and paved paths as well, but the typical day is a gravel path through some sort of cultivated land, the pathways covered in wild flowers, especially red poppies and tall purple thistles.

But let’s talk about the experience of the walk itself.  We often think of the image of the lone pilgrim walking down a deserted road, silent, solitary, just the path and sky as company.    That is what walking the foothills trail is like, but the Camino is nothing like that.

Being a pilgrim (a peregrino, Spanish) is primarily a social and communal event.  That means it’s really a traveling festival, kind of like game day for Clemson football.  Everybody is headed to the same place in different ways and having a great time getting there.   There are times of quiet and solitude on the Camino, but to be a pilgrim is primarily to be with other people from all over the world who are walking for very different reasons who all speak very different languages, but they all really want to be there and they are all headed to the same place.  It’s kind of like bar hopping it’s just five or so miles between bars, and you have to walk, and it goes on and on and on, week after week.

Some facts: We met people from 30 different countries, people start walking on the Camino from many different locations, most people only walk the last 100 km, which is the minimum to receive the plenary indulgence.  Most people who walk the Camino are Spanish, overwhelmingly so for the last 100km.  250,000 pilgrims are walking or biking the Camino this year, most in June and July, and mostly the last 100km.  Bicycles have become very popular, so much so that they have become a menace to those walking, they really should not be on the paths, they need to stick to the roads.

You register as a pilgrim and get a pilgrim pass that you have stamped along the way at hostels, bars chapels.  Most nights are spent in hostels that are only for pilgrims, they are called albergues, sometimes you have a small room for two, but most of the time you are with one or two dozen crammed into small rooms of closely stacked bunk beds, sometimes it feels like being a sardine.  There is lots of very loud snoring.  

My son and I were on the Camino for thirty three days, 29 of those days we walked about 15 miles per day.  One day we walked only three miles, another day we walked 30.  It varies.  The weather in June is mostly cool, it was unusually cold in Spain this summer, it got hot in the afternoons once we got to July.  If you are a fan of pre-gothic Romanesque church architecture, this is the place for you.  

You make friends, walk with them a few hours or days, and you lose track of them and maybe find them again weeks later.  You eat lots of bread and dried meats and sausages and lots and lots of Spanish wine and beer.  Beer and wine cost less than water.  I gained weight.  I walked 500 miles and gained weight.

And now for a few thoughts on the faith angle of pilgrimage, especially Christian pilgrimage.   Pilgrimage is more than the journey itself, it is all about the destination, which is different from the thinking of most of us walking types.  I met many avid hikers who walked the Camino because it is a famous path to walk, like the Appalachian trail, or foothills trail.  They just didn’t get the whole destination thing, God is everywhere after all, right?  So there is a disconnect between avid hikers, vaguely spiritual walkers, and pilgrims who have their eyes on a very specific prize, the literal destination, all metaphors aside, this is all about an actual place.

The destination is the apostle, the remains of St. James.  The first pilgrims went to just camp out by this small crypt out in the woods, just to be near the body of the apostle, the physical remains of a man who knew God in the flesh, hoping to catch some of that divine presence and blessing, to be closer to God.  Being close to God was really, really important, it was worth risking death, this wasn’t a spiritual hobby, this was life itself, eternity itself.   As the centuries added up so did the number of pilgrims and building after building was built over that original crypt, a chapel, then a church, then a cathedral, then a larger cathedral, then extra walls each layer of which pushed the gathered mass of humanity further back from the body of the apostle.  Today when the pilgrim finally arrive to the cathedral they enter into a city that is packed with pilgrims and tourists, and music and food, it is a massive constant festival, and it is overwhelming at first, the sheer mass of human bodies trying to get into the cathedral. 

Think about this, pilgrimage is a spiritual discipline.  It is the experience of being displaced, of being out of place, and finding our home in God.  This spiritual journey is a very intense physical experience.  It is many, many things but it is mostly about sweat and blisters and snoring, and sharing close space and hospitality with strangers.   It is a very physical journey to see the physical remains of the apostle was a physical witness of the physical resurrection of Jesus.  I think the unique thing about Christian pilgrimage is that an important point is hammered home, until our feet are bruised and our backs bend and sag, and that point is that the physical and spiritual cannot be separated from each other.  The physical and the spiritual are not opposed to each other, in fact they are so intimate with each other that we can’t tell where the physical ends and the spiritual begins.  This means that physical life is sacred and is to be approached with awe and reverence and respect.   It means that the ordinary contains the eternal.  It means that the old pilgrim saying is true, “A tourist demands but a pilgrim says thank-you.” It means we are not tourists through this life and this world, we are part of it and it is part of us, and God is known and experienced through physical tangible existence an existence that God considers to be very good. Pilgrimage invites us to be pilgrims who give thanks for the blisters and the blessings, and especially for the very physical ways that God blesses all God’s creatures.











 
