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Pilgrimage: A Reverend tells her story.

Hi! I'm Reverend Clare Byrne. I am an Anglican. 

When I went on pilgrimage I was really excited about the journey I was going to make. 
I went with a group of Christians to walk 200 km, following the ancient pilgrim route through Spain from Ponferrada to Santiago de Compostela.

The pilgrim route is cared for by the Roman Catholic Church, and is used by Christians from all denominations. We met people from different churches, and from all over the world, while walking along the way.
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I wore a shell, the symbol of pilgrims traveling on this route. In the Middle Ages pilgrims earned their shell when they arrived at Compostela, and wore it proudly as they walked back home. They would display it on the doorpost of their house.

The route is way-marked with shells to show the way.

Before we set off, we were each given a Pilgrim's Passport. We had great fun getting this stamped at each church and café along the route, to show that we had been there.

I've been on pilgrimage before - to Lourdes, when I wanted time and space to listen to God about whether he wanted me to serve as a Minister in his church. I use the shell from that journey when baptising, as baptism is the symbol of the start of our journey of faith in Christ.
I went on the journey to Compostela to say thank-you to God for the joy of ten years serving as a Minister in his church. We were also being sponsored to do the pilgrimage. I was sponsored to raise money for a local children’s charity.
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We set off on our first day. The other people were walking, but I rode a horse, because I cannot walk very well. The horse is called “Brother Pedro”! It was very hot, and Pedro kept trying to turn around and go home. Along the way, there are a lot of wayside churches. Over the years, these have been built by pilgrims so that they will have somewhere to sleep on the journey, as well as somewhere to pray. The storks like to build nests on the top of these!

It was very hard work riding the horse all day, so we needed to make lots of stops. In the villages there were cafés to serve refreshments to the pilgrims.

At the end of each day we celebrated the communion service together, in one of the wayside churches. We started and ended each day's journey with prayers. Pilgrimage is about travelling with God. I spent time talking and listening to him along the way. The Christian life is like a pilgrimage - we are travelling with God as we journey on.
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Some bits of the journey were very difficult. On the second day, there was a very steep uphill climb in the hot sun. In some places, the path was so steep Pedro found it hard to find a way through. 
Sometimes life is hard, and it is difficult to know where to go. I believe that even though we can't see him, God is always with us, to help us and show us what to do when times are hard.
There was a very narrow bridge, high up over a motorway, where the traffic roared past underneath. The horse's hooves made loud noises on the metal bridge, and all the noise frightened the horse. The other pilgrims calmed and comforted him, and we all crossed safely. We all need to help each other as we go through life.
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On another very hot day, we found a stream running across the path, under cool, shady trees. Everybody else walked across the bridge, but I rode Pedro into the stream. The horse stopped and played in the water, and I had to get off quickly, just before he rolled in it! We thought Throno had the right idea, and soon everybody was paddling in the stream. I thought about the bit in the Bible, which says that God lets me rest in green meadows, and leads me beside peaceful streams (Psalm 23)
On the final day, we made a garland of hedgerow flowers to put around Pedro’s neck, to celebrate our arrival. We entered the cathedral square, to the traditional sound of Spanish bagpipes. We went into the cathedral for the service.
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We had arrived in time for the midday communion service that celebrated the Feast of St. John the Baptist. In the service, they swung the 'Bottafumerio' - a giant incense burner. It is swung right across the cathedral, belching flames and filling the church with wonderful-smelling incense smoke.

From ancient times the smoke of incense has been a symbol of our prayers rising to God. (There is an example of this in the Old Testament, Psalm 141) took seven men, dressed in red robes, to pull the ropes that swung the Bottafumerio.

After the service we went to the Pilgrim's Office, to hand in our Pilgrim's Passports, and to be given our certificates. Today, these replace the shell, and show that we have finished the pilgrimage.
I'm really glad that I went on this pilgrimage, as it was a wonderful way of saying thank-you to God for walking with me in my life. 
This was a journey where I felt God very close to me. It was good to travel in a group. The friendship of the other pilgrims was wonderful. We all supported each other, as God supports us.
Now I am back home, I use the shell from my pilgrimage during Baptisms.
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