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Introduction

WHAT is a pilgrimage? The best answer I know
comes from Martin Buber’s Tales of the Hasidim.

In it Buber recounts the story of a rabbi named Eisik, son
of Yekel, who dreamed that he was to go to Prague, 
where he would find a treasure hidden underneath the
bridge leading to the king’s palace. At first Eisik dis-
missed the dream, but after it came to him three more
times, he set out on the long journey to Prague.
In the city Eisik found the bridge that had appeared in

his dreams, but it was heavily guarded by soldiers. He
hung around the bridge, uncertain what to do, until the
captain of the guard finally approached him and asked if
he was looking for something. Eisik told him of the
dream that had brought him to this spot from many miles
away. The captain laughed long and hard, and then told
him that such dreams were just foolishness. Why, he him-
self had once had a dream that told him to go to Crakow
and dig for treasure under the stove of a Jew named
Eisik, son of Yekel. How ridiculous!
You can guess the rest of the story: Rabbi Eisik

returned home to Crakow, where he looked under his
stove and found the treasure.
The tale illustrates the fact that sometimes we have to

travel far to find the riches that are hidden close to us.
The impulse to go on such a journey may come in the
form of a dream, a chance encounter, or a persistent
yearning that refuses to be silenced. Like Eisik, we tell
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ourselves that we are foolish for listening to that inner
voice, and yet we pack our bags and set out. On our jour-
ney we may be given insights in forms we don’t expect,
so that when we return, we find our lives mysteriously
enriched.
Virtually all religions recognize the power of pilgrim-

age. Muslims journey to Mecca, Hindus to the Ganges
River, Jews to the Western Wall in Jerusalem, and
Christians to the sites connected to the lives of Jesus and
the saints. The object of a pilgrimage is not rest and relax-
ation (though that may happen), but rather spiritual
growth. It often begins with questions: Who am I? What
is my purpose in life? What do I need to hear? What can
draw me closer to God? What do I need to heal my
wounds?
The first pilgrim in the Jewish and Christian traditions

is Abraham, who leaves his home at God’s command to
seek a new land. God tells Abraham in Genesis 12:1, “Go
from your country and your kindred and your father’s
house to the land that I will show you. I will make of you
a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name
great so that you will be a blessing.” The rest of the 
Old Testament is full of stories of pilgrims, from the
Israelites wandering in the desert to the devout who
flocked to the city of Jerusalem to worship in the Temple,
singing psalms along the way.
For Christians, the scriptural basis of pilgrimage

includes Jesus’ command to leave home and family and
follow him. Throughout two millennia, countless
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Christians have gone on pilgrimage, traveling to sites in
the Holy Land and to places associated with religious fig-
ures, as well as to wild places where they could hear the
voice of God more clearly. Pilgrimage came to full flower
in the Middle Ages, when everyone from kings to pau-
pers sought inspiration by journeying. Chaucer’s Canter-
bury Tales provides a colorful window into the tradition
of trips to the English shrine at Canterbury, while John
Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress was a popular seventeenth-
century allegory of Christian life. Pilgrims would set out
for a wide variety of reasons: for adventure, to fulfill a
vow, for penance, to strengthen their faith, or to seek
healing for themselves or a loved one. 
My own interest in pilgrimage began in my childhood,

though it would be years before I recognized what kind
of seed had been planted. Growing up on an Iowa farm,
travel was something that other people did, as remote to
my own experience as space exploration. But nearly
every Sunday, a different world was revealed to me when
we visited my grandparents. While the adults talked I
would disappear into a set of musty books called the
John L. Stoddard Lecture Series. Stoddard was a
Victorian adventurer who in the late-nineteenth century
traveled the world from Boston to Bombay. Through his
words and the sepia-toned photographs that accompa-
nied them, I began to dream of the wonders of faraway
places.
My passion for travel led me to become a freelance

writer, and in twenty years of writing I have been for-
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tunate to tour some of the same places that Stoddard
wrote about in his books. Whether my journey is to a
neighboring county or across the globe, I count myself
incredibly fortunate to be able to experience other
places, cultures, and people. I have also come to believe
that travel can be a spiritually transforming experi-
ence. I think that is part of what I sensed on those
Sunday afternoons spent poring over Stoddard’s exotic
descriptions and photographs. Travelers exist between
worlds and are open to new experiences in ways that
don’t happen when we are in our familiar routines.
Lives and hearts can be changed as a result of what we
encounter on the road. 
I know my own wanderings have helped shape my

spiritual life in unexpected ways. Over the years, I have
increasingly found myself drawn to sacred sites on my
journeys. Places like the healing shrine at Chimayo in
New Mexico, the Native American holy mountain of
Bear Butte in South Dakota, and the Celtic Christian
landmarks in Ireland are just a few of the places that
have exerted a powerful pull on my soul. Something
that I saw reflected in the faces of pilgrims at those
shrines made me want to deepen my own spiritual
journey.
What sets a pilgrimage apart from an ordinary trip?

Sometimes it is intention—people set out on a journey
that they hope will draw them closer to God.
Sometimes it happens without a traveler even being
aware of it, and it is only with the benefit of hindsight
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that it becomes apparent that the journey was in fact a
pilgrimage. 
Not surprisingly, a pilgrim differs from other kinds of

travelers. While those on ordinary journeys typically
seek comfort and convenience, pilgrims often endure
hardship willingly, for the difficulties can become a way
of tempering and strengthening their soul. They may
travel to a site with a religious association such as Rome
or Lourdes, to a remote and beautiful natural place, or to
a place of personal significance (the small village in
Mexico where their family traces its roots, for example,
or the battlefield their father fought on in Europe).
Whatever the destination, it is a journey in quest of spir-
itual insight and greater self-awareness. A pilgrimage is
a journey meant to trigger inner transformation. In this
act of devotion, souls are healed and lives changed.
The impulse to go on pilgrimage begins in a variety of

ways. The decision may emerge from a long period of
restless longing, a sudden inspiration, a life change or
personal tragedy, or a chance meeting that turns out to
have greater significance. Certain books may find their
way into your hands. A casual conversation at the bus
stop sets you ruminating on something you haven’t
thought of in years. The ending of your chemotherapy
treatment makes you want to set out on a journey to
reflect upon your experiences. A milestone birthday trig-
gers itchy feet and a quest for new meaning in your life.
The natural world may speak to you as well. When the

Oglala Sioux visionary Black Elk was ready to go on pil-



grimage, even the animals spoke to him. “It is time! It is
time!” crows cried as they flew past him, bringing a mes-
sage that could not be ignored.
Once a traveler is on pilgrimage, it is important to cul-

tivate a spirit of self-reflection, openness, and attention.
Without it, a pilgrimage becomes only a vacation, for a
true pilgrimage is as much an inner journey as an out-
ward one. The attitude of mindfulness and of acceptance
of whatever the day brings is far more essential than any
physical possession a pilgrim carries. Two travelers may
go on exactly the same journey, and one will have a 
profoundly life-changing experience while the other
complains that the food is bad and the sightseeing disap-
pointing.
I think contemporary Christianity is in great need of

rediscovering the power of pilgrimage. Too much of our
religious practice is a stolid, static affair. By seeking
wild and lonely places, by walking in the footsteps of
holy ones who have gone before us, and by mingling
with other travelers not afraid to ask hard questions,
we connect with something that is untamed and
untapped within ourselves. We can relearn the ancient
wisdom that recognizes that the simple act of walking
can soothe our soul and open our hearts to God. We can
connect with other pilgrims on the road, learning from
them and teaching in return. We can be reminded that
we are part of a much larger story, one that has been
going on for thousands of years. Most of all, we can
awaken to the sacredness of the present moment,
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escaping from the routines and habits that hold us cap-
tive. 
This book will take you on a variety of journeys.

Included are descriptions of some of the major Christian
pilgrimage sites—Lourdes in France, Santiago de
Compostela in Spain, and Iona in Scotland—as well as
sites that have become hallowed in more secular ways,
such as the D-Day Beaches of Normandy. Chapter Five
describes Buddhist holy sites in South Korea and Japan
and focuses on the bonds that can link pilgrims despite
differences in culture, language, and religion. I hope that
through these pages you will begin to glimpse the trans-
formative power of such places and that you will be
inspired to plan your own pilgrimage. Such a journey
does not require a passport or a great deal of money. A
pilgrimage is shaped by prayer and intention, not by the
exotic nature of the trip.  
The early Celtic Christians, those fearless travelers

who would set out on the open sea without oars or rud-
der so that God alone could guide their journeys, believed
that the purpose of pilgrimage was to find their “place of
resurrection.” The felicitous phrase conveys the fact 
that certain places speak to us deeply, triggering some
mysterious alchemy of growth within us that cannot hap-
pen if we refuse the call to become a pilgrim.
Your place of resurrection awaits. May this book help

you begin your pilgrim’s journey.
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Visions of Mary
Lourdes

��

IT began very simply. On February 11, 1858, a four-
teen-year-old French girl was gathering wood with

her sister and a friend on the outskirts of a village in
the foothills of the Pyrenees Mountains. As they
walked, the girl heard a noise like a gust of wind, and
looked up to see a woman dressed in white and glow-
ing with light standing in an opening in the rock above
her. The woman smiled at the girl, who later said that
the lady was the loveliest thing she had ever seen. Over
the course of the next five months the woman would
appear to the girl seventeen more times, bringing a
series of messages that would make Lourdes one of the
most famous pilgrimage places in the world and the
girl, Bernadette Soubirous, a saint.
Today more than five million people stand before that

same rock each year, seeking healing in a place that has
become synonymous with miracles. They light candles,
march in procession, and drink from the water that flows
from the grotto. Most of all they pray, following the
example set by the simple peasant girl who was trans-
fixed by a radiant vision of light on that February day. 
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As I was making plans to visit Lourdes, I was sur-
prised by the number of people who were intrigued by
my trip. Everyone had heard of Lourdes, even if they
weren’t Roman Catholic and didn’t know the story of
what had happened there in 1858. But they knew that
Lourdes was a place of healing, and one by one people
gave me tokens to deliver to the shrine. A photograph. A
rock. An envelope with a prayer inside. A bit of cloth.
Small objects weighted with meaning and hope, many
given by people who had a tenuous connection to any
kind of religious faith.
After visiting Lourdes, I’ve come to believe that this

place belongs to everyone seeking healing, from the most
devout Christian to those who struggle with belief. While
Lourdes is a shrine of the Roman Catholic Church, its
grotto belongs to all who are sick, brokenhearted, and
wounded. Perhaps its most amazing miracle occurs daily
and with little fanfare: it happens when the pilgrims who
have come here from around the world stand together at
the grotto, all differences of culture, status, and wealth
erased.  
“Everyone who comes to Lourdes is seeking some-

thing,” I was told by an Irish priest there. While all pil-
grims are on a quest, I felt the intensity of that search
more strongly in Lourdes than at any other pilgrimage
site I have visited. 


