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Pilgrims have been doing their pilgrimage thing for centuries.  While the New Testament does not prescribe a physical pilgrimage, we find Jesus making an appearance at the three major festivals to which Deuteronomy commanded attendance for Jewish men (Dt 16:16)—the festival of booths (John 7:1-10), Passover—when he was crucified, and Pentecost when his Spirit anointed the disciples.  In this respect Jesus honored the tradition of pilgrimage entrusted to him by his faith tradition.  For most Jews, and maybe even Jesus, these pilgrimages entailed a spiritual as well as a physical journey.

Not everyone could afford the trip to Jerusalem, but the celebration of God’s grace to a “pilgrim people” (#226 HWB) happened wherever the faithful gathered.   Passover marked God’s deliverance from the oppression of slavery.  The festival of Booths marked God’s provisions of manna, quail and water during wilderness wanderings.   Pentecost was a harvest fest honouring God as the Good Gardener.  Wonder, grace, gratitude suffused the celebrations.  But the Jews were not the only peoples of the Ancient Near East making physical and spiritual journeys.
A hajj (formal pilgrimage) to Mecca is one of the five Pillars of Islam. The Mahabharata, an important Hindu epic, recommends visits to many holy places in India, mentioning shrines in an order corresponding to the Sun’s movement across the sky. The Buddha himself prescribed certain places of pilgrimage, choosing sites linked with key events in his life.
Contemporary and traditional motivations for pilgrimages vary. Sacred travel is frequently linked to a pious search for ultimate salvation but can also be prompted by more earthly aims, such as gaining miraculous cures, fulfilling vows, doing penance for wrongdoing or simply for the joy of good party.  A factor that unites pilgrimage locations across different religions is the sense, variously expressed, that a given place can provide privileged access to a divine or transcendent sphere.
   Arthur Paul Boers speaks of the ability certain locations have in mediating something of the Divine in his interview with Mary Hines of CBC Radio’s Tapestry.
  Jerusalem is one such place.  The Camino de Santiago is one such route.  Shekinah may even be such a location.
In the Middle Ages Western (European) Christianity built upon this universal principal of pilgrimage linking the concept with a year of Jubilee.  Jubilee was an Old Testament provision calling for the redistribution of wealth.   Every 50 years, the texts read, there needs to be an economic restart for the tribes of Israel to protect against a disparity of wealth among the people of God (Lev 25:8ff).  The economic slate would be wiped clean.  The medieval Church spiritualized this concept.  A pilgrim, in a church ordained year of Jubilee, would receive a cleansing of spiritual debt, and in some cases remission of financial debts.
  

Early Christianity, Eastern forms of Christianity, and spiritualists through the centuries across faith traditions have approached pilgrimage differently.  These groups lived by the maxim that the “kingdom of God is within you” or alternatively and legitimately translated “among you” (Lk17:21 and parallel in Matthew).   In either translation of the pesky Greek preposition Jesus maintained that a very holy place is not far off.  There is a holy site within us, Jesus might say, certainly around us.  Personally, I like the idea of the Kingdom of God being within me.  In that respect my pilgrimage will be a trek to the center of myself.  And when I make that journey I will find remission of my spiritual debts; I will find healing; I will rediscover the grace of God which has brought this wandering Aramean from desolation into a good land.

Perhaps some of us have read The Pilgrim’s Progress authored by the Puritan John Bunyan (1628–88).  In this book the protagonist, Christian, links the physical act of journeying and the search for salvation into an allegorical struggle with the self.  Christian navigates the valleys and mountains in his pilgrimage from the City of Destruction toward the Celestial City.  He is brutally honest about the obstacles which impede his quest; he is clear about the heavenly provisions (the manna, the lembas) which fuel the movement forward.  It is a great book if one needs an example of how this journey inward can lead to deeper life.  Reading a book like The Pilgrim’s Progress, most anything by Kathleen Norris, or something authored by a spiritual master is but one way to be strengthened for the pilgrimage inward which recovers the Kingdom of God within us.  Books and stories of the Saints are part of the “good gear”, to use a phrase of the youth from their video, which make the journey easier.  If one has forgotten the way inward, or one has never made the trek inward, reading the stories of those who have can be very encouraging.  And many of these accounts point to the importance of navigating the valleys.
There are tools of spirituality for bringing light to dark valleys which permit a safe way through them.  I have found study and application of the Enneagram to be particularly helpful.
   This personality theory bridges both psychology and spirituality.  It has me allowed me to name and befriend the shadows, demons and sins Richard Rohr calls them
, and grow from conversation with them.  We learn to ask, “why I am feeling judgemental?” rather than simply judging.  We learn to ask, “why am I feeling the need to procrastinate?” rather than procrastinating.  We learn to ask, “why am I feeling the need to avoid the pain?” rather than anesthetizing oneself with one more purchases, one more show, one more drink.  We can not be rid of our shadows any more than a tree can be rid of the shade caused by standing in the sun’s light.  But like the shade of a tree on a warm day which serves as an oasis, the shadows which come with us can aid us in traversing well through the valleys.  Naming the dis-integration which periodically and inevitably arises in our lives is not easy, but it is necessary for the pilgrim who journeys inward.  It is necessary for the pilgrim seeking the cancelation of debts, the release of a burden, the Kingdom of God, salvation.
Perhaps, though, this is too heady and too technical for some; or at least for some who are just starting the journey inward.  Perhaps something as basic as calming oneself from the regrets that haunt and the anxieties which prowl is an important first step.   How does one recover God’s peaceful kingdom within us even as we deal with the chaos of our lives?  Well, we begin by turning our phones off.  The planner and calendar get set aside.  If God is here among us, which is what we say we believe, our task is paying attention to God, to breathing in God.  On this point I offer two brief reflections from Thich Nhat Hanh out of his book How to Walk:

   Letting Go of the Past:  Most of us walk without chains, yet we aren’t free.  We’re tethered to regret and sorrow from the past.  We return to the past and continue to suffer.  The past is a prison.  But now you have the key to unlock the door and arrive in the present moment.  You breathe in, you bring your mind home to your body, you make a step, and you arrive in the here and the now.  There is the sunshine, the beautiful trees, and the songs of the birds.

      Taking Care of the Future:  There are those of us who are prisoners of the future.  We don’t know what will happen but we worry so much that the future becomes a kind of prison.  The real future is made only of one substance, and that is the present.  What else can the future be made of?  If we know how to take care of the present moment the best we can, that’s all we can do to assure ourselves of a good future.  We build the future by taking care of the present moment.  Taking care of the present moment includes mindful breathing, enjoying your in-breath and out-breath.  With each step, you arrive in the future you are making.  Mark it a future of peace and compassion.

Recent conversations between Archbishop Demond Tutu and “His Holiness” the Dalai Lama are also very helpful for the journey inward.  The Archbishop and Dali Lama talk about suffering and how we might find meaning and joy in the midst of hardship.  These two great spiritual leaders of our age suggested the following for coming to terms with suffering, which for many is a block too great in the pilgrimage inward
:
1. Practice love and compassion – learning to appreciate the grief and pain with which others live helps to moderate our own suffering.   Yes some suffering is self-inflicted, but the practice of love and compassion has the capacity to transform our own pain.
2. Name the “dark night of soul” for what it is.  We do not need to fix it.  We name it.  We hold it before God.  We breathe in trust.  We take the next step in the day.  It is a minute by minute guide to survival.
3. We avoid mind wandering.  This is the principal behind the exercise I outlined from Thich Nhat Hanh.  A wandering mind often rests on regrets, anxieties, or the temptations of the flesh.  Grounding our mind to the present allows us to appreciate the warmth of the tea cup, the beauty of the tree, the gift of a companion.
4. We practice generosity.

In our minds and in our actions we can be compassionate—to ourselves and others.  We can name the valleys as they appear.  We can practice the art of presence.  We can be generous.  We can do this, friends.
This last point begs elaboration on two fronts, and this will be the conclusion to the sermon.  First, the purpose of this journey in-ward is not some self serving route to personal Nirvana.  Nirvana, a transfiguration / a mountain top moment, might happen along the way, but that is not the goal.  A New Testament understanding of personal salvation is a transformed life which contributes to the salvation of the world.   Personal healing is a part of social healing.  We become reconciled to our shadows so that the shadows of the world might be reconciled.  The Kingdom of God is both within us and among us.

Finally, the youth video referenced the importance of traveling partners on a pilgrimage.  Community is important; we are a company.  Company derives from two Latin words, com, which means “with,” and pane, or “bread.” Quite literally, a company is a group of people with whom one eats.
   Breaking bread is one of those things church people do together:  here in the church space, in homes, at coffee shops.  And as we break bread together, over potlucks or in our communion services, God’s presence is made known.  A presence which sustains us, strengthens us, encourages us.  Blessings be upon the pilgrims and the companies of pilgrims.  Amen. 
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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