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ADDITIONAL PRAISE FOR THE ART OF PILGRIMAGE



“Phil Cousineau's lifetime of pilgrimage has taken him from the depths of lost jungles to the heights of the human soul, always with passion, curiosity, warmth, wisdom, and humor. And in this little golden guide, he brings us along with him. This is an experience not to be missed for any reason.

—Mort Rosenblum, author of The Secret Life of the Seine and Olives: Life and Lore of a Noble Fruit

“The Art of Pilgrimage is a treasure. It triggers the imagination and memory of all inner and outer journeys one has or has not taken. Cousineau explores many diverse ways of soulful travel, and reminds us that the task of the pilgrim is to deepen the mystery for oneself through the oldest form of self-remembering and rediscovery called pilgrimage.”

—Angeles Arrien, Ph.D., cultural anthropologist, author of The Four-Fold Way and Signs of Life

“There is no better guide to the personal pilgrim's path than Phil Cousineau.”

—Alexander Eliot, author of The Timeless Myths

“Phil Cousineau—poet, scholar, contemporary man, free spirit—is at his best in The Art of Pilgrimage.”

—Robert A. Johnson, D. Hum., author of Balancing Heaven & Earth

“This book gives you the golden threads of inspiration and insight that can guide each threshold crossing, twist through the labyrinth, and return with a boon through realms charged with sacredness. The Art of Pilgrimage is a wise and wonder-filled companion you will want by your side on every journey.”

—Anthony Lawlor, author of A Home for the Soul and The Temple in the House

“Phil Cousineau speaks to the heart of every genuine seeker with inspiring insight and captivating direction for making life's journey a sacred and awesome pilgrimage.”

—Rev. Stephen Gross, OFM Conv., rector of the Shrine of St. Francis of Assisi, San Francisco, California

“What an incandescent journey! Every page yields brilliant treasures. From the spikes of Ty Cobb flashing in Cooperstown to the insights of Albert Camus illuminating Angkor Wat, Phil Cousineau explores the joys of soulful travel. A wonderful adventure education.”

—John Nance, author of The Gentle Tasaday

“If Phil Cousineau's fine book were to have the influence it deserves, tourism might cease to be an environmental blight and become an educational blessing.”

—San Francisco Chronicle Book Review

“A must read before a trip”

—Escape
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Art is here taken to mean knowledge realized in action.

—René Daumal



PILGRIM, n. A traveler that is taken seriously.

—Ambrose Bierce



One cannot divine nor forecast the conditions that will make happiness; one only stumbles upon them by chance, in a lucky hour, at the world's end somewhere, and holds fast to the days….

—Willa Cather
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FOREWORD



THE OBJECT OF PILGRIMAGE IS NOT REST AND RECREATION—to get away from it all. To set out on a pilgrimage is to throw down a challenge to everyday life. Nothing matters now but this adventure. Travelers jostle each other to board the train where they crowd together for a journey that may last several days. After that there is a stony road to climb on foot—a rough, wild path in a landscape where everything is new. The naked glitter of the sacred mountain stirs the imagination; the adventure of self-conquest has begun. Specifics may differ, but the substance is always the same.

Travel brings a special kind of wisdom if one is open to it. At home or abroad, things of the world pull us toward them with such gravitational force that, if we are not alert our entire lives, we can be sucked into their outwardness. Attentive travel helps us to see this, because the continually changing outward scene helps us to see through the world's pretensions. With its phantasmagoric, kaleidoscopic character laid bare, we see it for what it truly is—perpetually perishing maya— and the world loses its wager. We can understand how perpetual wandering can be a spiritual vocations, as with dedicated pilgrims and sannyasins.

[image: Image]

As Phil Cousineau has recently published a book on synchronicity, he can hardly object if I weave my Foreword around an instance of it.

When his invitation to contribute a foreword reached me and I was wondering what I might say, the answer jumped out at me from the closing pages of the book I was reading, Ursula Hegi's Stones from the River. Set in Nazi Germany during World War II, it is about a misfit, a dwarf named Trudi whose entire life is a longing to belong. As a child she would hang from doorframes for hours, hoping that the weight of her body would stretch its length. When it became apparent that her head was growing disproportionately large for her body, she wrapped it so tightly in bandages that it ached mercilessly the entire night. To no avail, of course.

When a circus with a dwarf named Pia came to town, Trudi was ecstatic. She was not alone! There was someone else in the world who was like her. During the circus days she sought out Pia at every opportunity, and Pia responded. She told her stories of a land where every-one was little. When the circus left, Trudi begged Pia to take her along, but Pia told her she belonged where she was.

The years go by. Trudi risked her life to help fugitives from the Nazis, and (as someone whose difference made her exceptionally understanding) she became the ears of the town as people poured out their troubles to her.

One evening toward the close of her life, instead of cooking her evening meal, Trudi climbed onto her bicycle and rode out to a dilapidated mill that had not been rebuilt. There, her preceding night's dream of her loving and ever-supportive father, recently dead, came back to her:

It hit her so strongly, that she crouched right where she was and brought her arms around her middle. The scent of chamomile enveloped her, and as she looked down, the tiny flowers were right in front of her, their yellow centers ringed by white petals. The closer she looked, the more she saw, and the more she forgot herself and her pain and became part of something she couldn't define, as if, by getting closer to a smaller world, she had found a larger world. How many times had she longed for a world where she knew she belonged? How often had she imagined living on the island of the little people? Yet, all she had needed was here, already here. Pia had been right—this was where she belonged. Despite the horror of war. Because of its horror. Working with the underground and the fugitives had taught her what it was like to belong. That you could initiate it, build it, be it.

[image: Image]

With that insight Trudi reached her destination, her life's goal. But though pilgrimage is always an inward journey—in Trudi's case it was entirely inward, for travel was closed to her—it helps to objectify it by holding it at arm's length, so to speak. So target a distant place—your Mecca, your Jerusalem, your Mount Meru—and set out. You needn't don a hairshirt, for obstacles enough will erupt. But by attending to them now—openness, attentiveness, and responsiveness are the essence of pilgrimage—you will be able to surmount them by yielding to them in the way that life always requires that we yield to it. And draw the resilience you will need from those who have preceded you, for pilgrims are a hardy breed. They trudge rough roads, put in long days, and live on breadcrusts. But hunger turns those crusts into gourmet fare, and pilgrims sleep well from their fatigue, even when their beds are hard ground and stones are their pillows. On clear nights the stars that steer them cover them with their canopy and token the eternal.

What can we learn from them, these pilgrims who have preceded us? Much, but I will content myself with a passing point or two.

They tell us to be prepared to discover that from the spiritual point of view a journey is always something of a two-edged sword because of the dispersion which can result from contact with so much that is new. We cannot simply shut ourselves off from this newness or we might just as well stay at home—if we are going to travel we naturally wish to learn something. But if the newness threatens to overwhelm us, it can occasion periodic hardenings of the ego, as if in reaction to the fear of losing ourselves through dispersal we find it necessary to shore up our identities. The smallness of these identities is certain to bring suffering, however, beginning with feelings of impatience and annoyance. The art is to learn to master today's unavoidable situation with as much equanimity as we can muster, in preparation for facing its sequel tomorrow.

In the course of this training we come to see quite plainly how essential it is to have a purchase on our surroundings by being centered in ourselves, not somewhere in the outer world. The person who is always expecting consolation from without is like a swaying reed or a boat on a stormy sea. It seems as if in some uncanny way the surrounding world, the cosmic maya, senses this and loves to play with us—without malice to be sure, yet with a touch of mockery. To catch onto this trickery is a mark of sanctity.

Enough. Keeping in mind these token gleanings from those who have gone before, welcome to The Art of Pilgrimage. With his characteristic exuberance, expansiveness, and flair, Phil Cousineau captures all of the above and more in the pages that follow.

Dawn is breaking. It's time to head out.

Huston Smith

Professor of Religious Studies, University of California at Berkeley

June 1998


  
  



INTRODUCTION



I HAVE BEEN ON THE ROAD ALL MY LIFE. When I was only two weeks old, my parents bundled me into their 1949 Hudson and drove thirty straight hours from the army hospital where I was born, at Fort Jackson in Columbia, South Carolina, to Detroit, where I grew up. That early journey set the peripatetic pace for my wanderings.

As a family, we took trips whenever possible. My father was convinced that travel was good for the mind, while my mother believed it good for the soul. Our adventures were wide-ranging, from nostalgic visits to the ancestral family farm in northern Ontario to weekend drives to faraway museums, homes of inventors, and tombs of famous authors. They were great getaways, but the trip that stands out for me was one my father planned especially for my benefit, to the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown, New York. That visit to my pantheon of heroes was as powerful as later journeys to Delphi, Ephesus, or Jerusalem. It was a waking dream to walk on the hallowed ground where, according to legend, my favorite game was first played. I was awestruck at the chance to see the great relics of baseball: Babe Ruth's bat, Ty Cobb's spikes, and Shoeless Joe Jackson's glove.

After graduating from university in 1974, I undertook the rite of passage for thousands of my generation by recreating the old Grand Tour of Europe. Tramping over the cobblestones and riding the rails of the Old World for six glorious months lit a fire in my soul. I became so enthralled with the marvels of ancient history that I sent a telegram to my family explaining that I wouldn't be coming home for a long while. I told them I had never felt so alive, and wanted to try to live somewhere for a stretch before going back and embarking on a career. In truth, I dreaded the idea of returning home.

I found a small room in a boardinghouse in Kilburn, in the north of London, and worked at an array of odd jobs for six months until I'd saved enough to start all over. To paraphrase Henry David Thoreau, I longed to travel deliberately, to encounter the “essential things” of history, venture somewhere strange and unknown, ancient and elemental.

[image: Image]

A young Bedouin camel driver offers a jaunty ride to a wayward traveler. Behind him looms the Great Pyramid of Cheops, near Giza, Egypt.

One day, I passed a travel poster for Egypt in the window of an airline office near Marble Arch, and my pulse raced with the thrill of recognition. I had fantasized about exploring the world of the pharoahs since childhood. I felt beckoned.

Overwhelmed by the immensity of the ancient history looming before me, I prepared assiduously, seeking out the old Egyptology rooms at the British Museum and reading arcane books on archaeology and mythology discovered in musty old bookstores along Charing Cross Road.

But as the day of my departure for Cairo loomed closer, I was over-whelmed with anxiety. The night before I was to leave, Ahmet, a young Egyptian who was also living in the boardinghouse, approached to wish me well on my journey. He asked me why I had chosen to travel to his homeland, what purpose I had. Taken aback, I paused for a moment, then told him I'd seen an exhibition, “The Art of Egypt's Sun Kings,” at the Detroit Institute of Arts when I was in college and it had haunted me ever since. Now I wanted to see with my own eyes “where it all began,” meaning civilization itself. Suddenly, I recalled something else, a photograph from the exhibition that burrowed into my memory, a black-and-white image of the archaeologist Howard Carter taken at the moment he opened the tomb of Tutankhamen in 1923. In that picture, which I still have hanging on my writing room wall, Carter's expression isn't one of greed at the sight of gold artifacts, but radiance from the revelation of a sacred mystery. Instantaneously, I knew what I was seeking: not just a surfeit of impressions, the casualty of modern travel, but a glimpse of an ancient mystery.

Ahmet nodded gracefully, then extracted a small piece of cardboard from his pack of Gauloise cigarettes. On it he wrote some words in Arabic script which looked like birds in flight:

[image: Image]

“This is the traditional farewell among my people for those leaving on a pilgrimage,” he explained. At first, I was startled by his description of my upcoming trip. The word pilgrimage sounded arcane, even pious, suggesting a long-forgotten lesson from catechism class. Strange to say, as he spoke about his favorite archaeological sites along the Nile, the reverence with which he used the term enabled it to hover in my imagination. I remember him saying that making a pilgrimage was a way to prove your faith and find answers to your deepest questions. That stymied me; it forced me to ask myself what I believed in so strongly. But as Ahmet wrote down some names of friends and remote archaeological sites that would give me a sense of “the soul of the land,” I realized that the word pilgrim captured what I had been secretly hoping to accomplish with my travels.

As we stood there in the dark hallway, I could smell tea brewing downstairs and hear the sound of trains rumbling from the nearby Tube station. Slowly, the thread of connection appeared between my boyhood journeys with my family and my recent wanderings to sacred sites such as Chartres Cathedral, the megalithic stones of Cornwall, the home where James Joyce was born, the healing waters of Lourdes, and the trenches of Flanders where millions died in the slaughter of World War I. My parents had instilled in me an appreciation for the soulful things in life—the world's sublime mysteries—and the fascination still burned in me.

Over the next few weeks, as I climbed the Cheops pyramid at midnight, explored the thrilling chaos of monumental sculpture in the Cairo museums, and sailed down the Nile in an azure blue felucca, Ahmet's words came back to me again and again. One afternoon, after exploring the tombs in the Valley of the Kings across the river from the vast ruins of Karnak, I wandered for hours in the desert sands nearby, a white bandanna wrapped around my head to protect me from the fiery sun. Alone, I stumbled through the tumbledown ruins of unnamed temples until I came across a group of Bedouins sitting in the shade of towering date trees. With supreme grace, they invited me to sit with them. They poured the finest mint tea I ever hope to drink. Patiently, they pointed out hieroglyphics on the fallen columns and explained the symbols for heart, eye, and the soul. The oldest among them slipped a wrinkled photograph out of his djellaba for me to see. He pointed at a young man laboring on an archaeological dig, then back at himself and at the rubble all around us. He was letting me know that many years before he had participated in the excavations of the temple grounds. A smile spread across his swarthy face as he made digging gestures with his hands. The gentle choreography animated the pages of the schoolbooks that still hovered in my imagination, and brought back my own father's discussions about the ancient travelers here, Herodotus and Pausanius. The old truism rings true about the thrill of history coming alive, but there was more.

[image: Image]

For more than forty centuries, the Sphinx at Giza has cast its enigmatic gaze across the desert, while the Pyramids of Chephren (left) and Cheops (right) have come to symbolize the mysterious human urge for monument-building.

Something ancient and holy was unfolding all around me. It was what the wandering pilgrim-poet Basho called “a glimpse of the under-glimmer,” an experience of the deeply real that lurks everywhere beneath centuries of stereotypes and false images that prevent us from truly seeing other people, other places, other times. An enormous gratitude welled up in me for the ritual kindness accorded the stranger. Me. During those hours I was never more a stranger and, uncannily enough, never more at home. That encounter was the first of many in my life that drove home the unsettling but inescapable fact that we are all strangers in this world and that part of the elusive wonder of travel is that during those moments far away from all that is familiar, we are forced to face that truth, which is to say, the sacred truth of our soul's journey here on earth. This is one reason the stranger has always been held in awe and why the stranger on the move is perpetually a soul in wonder.

Toward twilight, a stillness came over the Bedouins. The sun was setting below the long red line of the desert horizon. Silently, we watched while the tea simmered and the smell of cinnamon lingered in the air. It was a stillness that was there before the pyramids, a timelessness I hadn't known until then that I had longed for.

I felt utterly happy.

That afternoon of simple travel pleasures changed me. Farther down the road, over the next year of my travels which took me from Egypt through the Greek Islands and around Israel, Ahmet's respectful tone of voice resounded like a blessing. By naming my journey a pilgrimage, he had conferred a kind of dignity on it that altered the way I have traveled ever since. He had detected that I was at a crossroads in my life and seeking answers. With that kind of intention and intensity, my travels were moving question marks, as if journeys to ancient oracles. Each stage of my trek through the Mediterranean for the next year became imbued with the spirit of pilgrimage in which I was aware, as never before, of traveling back in time in search of the sacred, to places where the gods shined forth, to holy ground that blazed with meaning. I found it in the place I least expected, a few hundred yards away from famous tombs of Tutankhamen and Ramses VI, in the timeless shade of a Bedouin camp.

In the more than twenty years since that journey, I've traveled around the world, marveling both at its seven-times-seven thousand wonders, and at the frustration of fellow travelers I saw at those same sites, whose faces, if not their voices, cried out like the torch singer, “Is that all there is?”

I am haunted by the memory of an old friend who spent three days at Stonehenge, leaning against the megaliths, dreaming of Druids and King Arthur, and yet felt nothing. I remember meeting an Australian wanderer on the fifteen-mile hike through the Samaria Gorge in Crete who had been on the road for five years. He boasted of “taking in,” as he put it, most of the world's monuments, then sighed the sigh of the world-weary. He hadn't really been impressed, he confessed, by anything, anywhere. “History is overrated,” he concluded torpidly, as we reached the end of our hike. In response, he decided to live in a cave there on the beach for a few more years. I recall, too, the cruise ships I've lectured on and the passengers who never disembarked at Bali, Istanbul, Crete, or the island of Komodo, preferring to stay on board to play cards or watch old videos. Besides hearing a thousand complaints through the years by bored and disappointed travelers, I'm also aware of the spate of angst-ridden travel writers complaining we've gone from a world of classical ruins to sites simply ruined by too many (other) tourists.

What strikes me about all these incidents is not my fellow travelers' cynicism or jadedness, but the way their faces and voices and words betray the longing for something more than their travels were giving them. Conjuring up their collective disappointment, I'm reminded of the statement I read years ago in the Irish Times by a Connemara man after he was arrested for a car accident. “There were plenty of onlookers, but no witnesses.” In other words, we may log impressive miles in our travels but see nothing; we may follow all the advice in the travel magazines and still feel little enthusiasm.

Of course, the gap between ecstasy and irony in the realm of travel is a reflection of the abyss of experience in modern life. The phenomenon strikes at the core of this book. I don't believe that the problem is in the sites as it is in the sighting, the way we see. It's not simply in the images that lured us there and let us down, as in the imagining that is required of us. Nor does the blame lie in the faiths that inspire throngs to visit religious, artistic, and cultural monuments, as much as in our own lack of faith that we can experience anything authentic anymore.

With the roads to the exalted places we all want to visit more crowded than ever, we look more and more, but see less and less. But we don't need more gimmicks and gadgets; all we need do is reimagine the way we travel. If we truly want to know the secret of soulful travel, we need to believe that there is something sacred waiting to be discovered in virtually every journey.

There are as many forms of travel as there are proverbial roads to Rome. The tourism business offers comfort, predictability, and entertainment; business travel makes the world of commerce go 'round. There is exploration for the scholar and the scientist, still eager to encounter the unknown and add to the human legacy of knowledge. The centuries-old tradition of touring to add to social status endures, as does traveling to ancient sites for the sheer aesthetic “pleasure of ruins,” as Rose Macaulay described it. In the seventeenth century emerged the custom of the Grand Tour, which recommended travel as the last stage of a gentleman's education. Most recent is the phenomenon of the “W.T.,” the World Traveler, renowned for drifting for the sake of drifting, and the “F.B.T.,” the Frequent Business Traveler.

For each of these kinds of travel, there are more resources than ever. Bookstore shelves groan under the weight of guidebooks that cover major sightseeing in more than 200 nations around the world, custom regional guides for restaurants, cruises, architecture, gardens, ballparks, homes of famous artists and authors, guides for safe travel, and even a guide to the “most dangerous places in the world.”

All of these roads to Rome are legitimate for different travelers, at different stages of life. But what if we are at the crossroads, as the blues singers moan, longing for something else, neither diversion nor distraction, escape nor mere entertainment? What if we have finally wearied of the paladins of progress who promise worry-free travel, and long for a form of travel that responds to a genuine cri du coeur, a longing for a taste of mystery, a touch of the sacred?

For millennia, this cry in the heart for embarking upon a meaningful journey has been answered by pilgrimage, a transformative journey to a sacred center. It calls for a journey to a holy site associated with gods, saints, or heroes, or to a natural setting imbued with spiritual power, or to a revered temple to seek counsel. To people the world over, pilgrimage is a spiritual exercise, an act of devotion to find a source of healing, or even to perform a penance. Always, it is a journey of risk and renewal. For a journey without challenge has no meaning; one without purpose has no soul.

Over the years, I've participated in many traditional forms of religious pilgrimage, as well as modern secular ones, and trekked through the accounts of a wide range of travelers throughout history. I am convinced that pilgrimage is still a bona fide spirit-renewing ritual. But I also believe in pilgrimage as a powerful metaphor for any journey with the purpose of finding something that matters deeply to the traveler. With a deepening of focus, keen preparation, attention to the path below our feet, and respect for the destination at hand, it is possible to transform even the most ordinary trip into a sacred journey, a pilgrimage. In the spirit of the poet John Berryman, who reserved his severest criticism for “unobserved” writing, I don't believe tourism is the problem; the struggle is against unimaginative traveling. What legendary travelers have taught us since Pausanius and Marco Polo is that the art of travel is the art of seeing what is sacred.

Pilgrimage is the kind of journeying that marks just this move from mindless to mindful, soulless to soulful travel. The difference may be subtle or dramatic; by definition it is life-changing. It means being alert to the times when all that's needed is a trip to a remote place to simply lose yourself, and to the times when what's needed is a journey to a sacred place, in all its glorious and fearsome masks, to find yourself. Since the earliest human peregrinations, the nettlesome question has been: How do we travel more fruitfully, more wisely, more soulfully? How can we mobilize the imagination and enliven the heart so that we might, on our special journeys, “see everywhere in the world the inevitable expression of the concept of infinity,” in the words of Louis Pasteur; or notice, along with Thoreau, “the divine energy everywhere”? Or recall with Evan Connell the advice to medieval travelers: Pass by that which you do not love.

The earliest recorded pilgrimage is accorded to Abraham, who left Ur 4,000 years ago, seeking the inscrutable presence of God in the vast desert. His descendants Moses, Paul, and Mohammed embody the notion of sacred journeys. The Bible, the Torah, and the Koran, the holy texts of Hinduism and Buddhism—all admonish their followers to flock to the birthplaces and tombs of the prophets, the sites where miracles occurred, or the paths they walked in search of enlightenment.

We know of people as early as the fourth and fifth centuries leaving their villages to journey along the “glory road” to the Holy Land so that they might tread in the footsteps of Christ. By the eighth century, the first travelers were making the hajj to Medina and Mecca to make contact with sites made holy by the prophet Mohammed. Between the fifth and tenth centuries, the Irish made the turas, the circuit to the shrines of saints and ancient Celtic heroes. Besides religious pilgrimages, we have ample evidence of lovers of philosophy and poetry going to the shrines of classical writers in Athens, Ephesus, Alexandria, and to the tombs of Dante, Virgil, and the troubadours.

During the Middle Ages, going on pilgrimage to a holy site became an immensely popular practice and, in a way, was a forerunner of modern tourism. To help them on the long and often dangerous road to Jerusalem, Rome, Mecca, or Canterbury, medieval pilgrims often carried an inspirational book: a small Bible, a Book of Hours, even a literary classic such as the Iliad or a work by Dante. Eventually, a kind of guide-book began to appear, such as the Marvels of Rome, which was immensely popular for the traveler and pilgrim to the ancient sites of the city.

For the ancient pilgrimage to the tomb of Saint James at Santiago de Compostela in northwest Spain, which attracted hundreds of thousands of pilgrims every year from the eleventh to the eighteenth centuries, travelers consulted an indispensable little book, simply called The Pilgrim's Guide. Thought by some to have been written by Pope Callixtus, whereas others believe it was authored by a thirteenth-century Frenchman named Aimery Picaud, The Pilgrim's Guide combined inspiration and useful references and is now regarded as the prototype for modern guidebooks. Within its leather-bound pages were descriptions of the “sights, shrines, and people” that the traveler was likely to meet along the “pilgrim's road,” along with prayers for safe journeys, lists of relics, architectural wonders, commentaries both kind and caustic about those one might encounter along the route, and a list of inns that welcomed pilgrims with complimentary meals and lodging.

In modern times, Lord Byron's Childe Harold's Pilgrimage was the “sacred” text for romantic poets traveling to Greece, while Mark Twain's Innocents Abroad served as a whimsical guidebook for the first generation of American travelers to Europe and the Holy Land. The sacred can also be exploited. On the nefarious side is the Book of Buried Pearls and of the Precious Mystery, Giving Indications Regarding the Hiding Places of Finds and Treasures, a manual of advice to looters, which contributed to the pillaging of Egyptian tombs.

In our time, Isak Dinesen's Out of Africa and Jack Kerouac's On the Road have stuffed the rucksacks of thousands of travelers who agree with Umberto Eco that it is “electrifying” to read about a place you've dreamed about visiting while actually there. The Art of Pilgrimage follows in the footsteps of the venerable “Pilgrim's Guides.” It is designed for “crossroads travelers”—those who have the deep desire to make a significant or symbolic journey and need some inspiration and a few spiritual tools for the road. It is also for those who are frequent business travelers and holiday-makers who would like a few tips to make their journeys more memorable. At the heart of this book is the belief that virtually every traveler can transform any journey into pilgrimage with a commitment to finding something personally sacred along the road.

Today, the practice of pilgrimage is enjoying a vigorous revival, perhaps more popular now than at any time since its peak during the Middle Ages, when millions annually followed the pilgrim paths to thousands of shrines all over Europe. As part of the celebrations for the turning of the millennium, the Vatican has declared A.D. 2000 “The Year of the Pilgrim.” In a good tourist year, 3 to 4 million visit Rome; 50 million people are expected to descend upon Rome in 2000, to touch the relics and tread the holy ground.

From Ireland to Romania, Greenland to Patagonia, old churches, long in disrepair, homes of noteworthy authors and scientists, even torture chambers in St. Petersburg and Phnom Penh, are being restored or opened to lure tourists. Enterprising guides are leading hordes of literary pilgrims along the footsteps of the Beats in Greenwich Village, the Bloomsbury crowd in London, and the Lost Generation in Paris, so that they might feel the thrill of association with genius. Nature reserves in India for tigers, and in Africa for elephants, are being cordoned off and advertised as pilgrimages for lovers of the last bastions of wilderness. In Los Angeles, old hearses carry the starstruck to the hotels and seedy bars where the famous and infamous died.

Truly, the phenomenon of pilgrimage is thriving, though it never really disappeared. Peel away the palimpsest of the glossy images of tourism and you'll find ancient ideas. Still, the question remains as vital as it has for centuries when pilgrims turned to priests, rabbis, sheiks, mentors, and veterans from the venerated path: How do we make a pilgrimage? Turn an ordinary trip into a sacred one? How might we use that wisdom to see more soulfully, listen more attentively, and imagine more keenly on all our journeys? Either while trekking to Mount Kailas, Mecca, or Memphis? Exploring a distant landscape, a famous museum, or a favorite hometown park? Are there lessons to be learned from great travelers, tasks to follow in the manner of true pilgrims, that can make sacred our travels?

Twenty-five hundred years ago, Lao Tzu said, “The longest journey begins with a single step.” For those of us fascinated with the spiritual quest, the deepening of our journeys begins the moment we begin to ask what is sacred to us: architecture, history, music, books, nature, food, religious heritage, family history, the lives of saints, scholars, heroes, artists?

However, a caveat. “The point of the pilgrimage,” as a Buddhist priest told the traveling author Oliver Statler on his journey around the Japanese island of Shikoku, “is to improve yourself by enduring and overcoming difficulties.” In other words, if the journey you have chosen is indeed a pilgrimage, a soulful journey, it will be rigorous. Ancient wisdom suggests if you aren't trembling as you approach the sacred, it isn't the real thing. The sacred, in its various guises as holy ground, art, or knowledge, evokes emotion and commotion.

The Art of Pilgrimage is designed for those who intend to embark on any journey with a deep purpose but are unsure of how to prepare for it or endure it. As the title suggests, this book emphasizes the art of pilgrimage, which to my mind signals the skill of personally creating your own journey, and the daily practice of slowing down and lingering, savoring, and absorbing each of its stages. This is a book of reminders and resources, literally designed to encourage what Buddhists call mindfulness, and what Ray Charles calls “soulfulness”—the ability to respond from our deepest place.

The book's seven chapters follow the universal “round” of the sacred journey, exploring the ways in which the common rites of pilgrimage might inspire modern equivalents for today's traveler. Like John Bunyan's famous pilgrim, the book progresses from The Longing to The Call that beckons us onward, then the drama of Departure, the treading of The Pilgrim's Way and beyond to The Labyrinth and Arrival, before coming full circle to the challenge of Bringing Back the Boon.

Within these chapters are stories, anecdotes, quotes, and vignettes, interlaced with practical suggestions from travelers, artists, and pilgrims throughout history. Connecting these voices are a series of meditations or contemplations that suggest different ways to practice what pilgrims and poets and keenly perceptive travelers have done for centuries, to see with the “eyes of the heart,” as the Sufis say, and transform the inevitable ordeals of your journey into opportunities to learn something about yourself and the wide world around you. Also, there are imagination exercises I have used myself in my own travels and have encouraged those who have taken my art and literary tours through such countries as Ireland, England, France, Greece, and Turkey. They are designed to move you from a dependence on others' images of the world to imagining how you might walk your own path to the holy ground of your heart's desire.

As the Sufi mystic Mevlana Rumi wrote seven centuries ago, “Don't be satisfied with the stories that come before you; unfold your own myth.” His poetic brother here in the West, Walt Whitman, put it this way: “Not I—not anyone else, can travel that road for you. You must travel it yourself.”

Together, these musings aspire to the idea echoed in the work of seekers everywhere, that travelers cannot find deep meaning in their journey until they encounter what is truly sacred. What is sacred is what is worthy of our reverence, what evokes awe and wonder in the human heart, and what when contemplated transforms us utterly.

Surely, a voice whispered to me one night in the ruins of an old castle in Donegal, Ireland, surely there is a secret way.

The moon was rising like a celestial mirror over the heathered hills. The sea slapped at the peculiar basalt rock formations along the coast. The wind howled like Gaelic pipes. From a distant farmhouse came the sweet smell of burning peat.

I stood shivering in the stone archway of an ancient chapel. Turning my head, I saw the weathered carving of a centuries-old Knot of Eternity. Each thread wandered far from the center, then whorled back in again. The ancient Celts believed this to be a potent symbol of life's journey, and the desire to return to the source that replenishes the soul.

Slowly, I followed the old stone path with my finger. Around and around went my hand, feeling the ancient chisel marks, the abrasions of wind, rain, and sun, and the tender burnishing of time. I thought of all the travelers who had come there, step by step, prayer by prayer, and wondered if they had discovered what they had been seeking, if their faith had been restored.

Slowly, the moon lit the ancient stone. The night air stung my eyes. My hand kept moving across the eternal knot, seeking out the hidden pattern beneath the whorling stone.

In that sublime moment I felt an ancient presence rise in my heart, and in my fingertips the unwinding spiral of joy.

This is the path that The Art of Pilgrimage follows, one carved out by the simple beauty of a handful of practices, tasks, and exercises that pilgrims, sojourners, and explorers of all kinds have used for millennia. In each of us dwells a wanderer, a gypsy, a pilgrim. The purpose here is to call forth that spirit. What matters most on your journey is how deeply you see, how attentively you hear, how richly the encounters are felt in your heart and soul.

Kabir wrote, “If you have not experienced something, then for you it is not real.” So it is with pilgrimage, which is the art of movement, the poetry of motion, the music of personal experience of the sacred in those places where it has been known to shine forth. If we are not astounded by these possibilities, we can never plumb the depths of our own souls or the soul of the world.

Hearing this, let the voyage begin, recalling the words of the Spanish poet Antonio Machado:

Traveler, there is no path
 paths are made by walking.

Phil Cousineau

San Francisco, California

April 1998


  
  



I
THE LONGING



For in their hearts doth Nature stir them so, Then people long on pilgrimage to go, And palmers to be seeking foreign strands, To distant shrines renowned in sundry lands.

—Geoffrey Chaucer,
The Canterbury Tales

IN FEBRUARY 1996, TOGETHER WITH MY BROTHER PAUL, I took the long boat ride up the Mekong River in Cambodia to see one of the great riddles of the ancient world, the sacred sprawl of ruined temples and palaces that a twelfth-century traveler said “housed numerous marvels.”

On our first morning at the walled city of Angkor Wat, we witnessed a glorious sunrise over its lotus-crowned towers, then began the ritual walk up the long bridgeway toward the sanctuary. Our arms were draped across each other's shoulders. Our heads shook at the impossibly beautiful sight of the “marvelous enigma” that early European chroniclers regarded as one of the Wonders of the World, and later colonialists described as rivaling the divinely inspired architecture of Solomon.

We walked as if in a fever-dream. Halfway down the causeway, we paused to take in the beauty of the shifting light. We snapped a few photographs of the nagas, the five-headed stone serpents, that undulated along the moat and of the chiseled lacework in the colossal gateway looming before us, then grinned at each other and took a deep breath of the morning air. At that moment, we noticed a gray-robed Buddhist nun limping by us on her way to the temple. Her head was shaved and bronzed. When she drew even with us, I held out an offering, which she calmly accepted with stumps where once had been hands. Stunned, I then realized why she had been walking as if on stilts. Her feet had been severed at the ankle and she was hobbling on the knobs of her ankles. I was stricken with images of her mutilation by the demonic Khmer Rouge, then wondered if she'd been a victim of one of the 11 million landmines forgotten in the forests, fields, and roads of Cambodia.

Her eyes met mine with a gaze of almost surreal serenity. Utterly moved, we offered a few dollars for the shrine in the temple. She calmly accepted the donation in a small woven bag, bowed, and limped away, like a thin-legged crane moving stiffly through the mud of one of the nearby ponds.
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A Buddhist nun sits next to the laceworks reliefs of the Bayan temple at Angkar Thom, selling incese and candles to pilgrims who have come to pray.

The encounter with the Cambodian nun was an ominous way to begin our visit, a gift briefly disguised as a disturbance. Her enigmatic smile eerily anticipated the expression on the sculptured faces of the fifty-four giant bodhisattvas that loomed in the Holy of Holies above the nearby pyramid temples of the Bayon. Each time I met their timeless gaze, my heart leapt. As the lotus ponds and pools throughout the complex were created to reflect each work of religious art, the faces of the bodhisattvas and the nun mirrored each other. I began to think of the nun as the embodiment of the Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, the god of inexhaustible compassion, who has come to symbolize the miracle of Angkor for millions of pilgrims.

How far does your forgiveness reach? the sculpted faces ask from a thousand statues.

As far as prayers allow, the nun's eyes seemed to respond.

I rambled through the ruins with my brother for the next several hours, stunned by our sheer good fortune of being there. The Angkor complex was destroyed in the fifteenth century, then forgotten for 400 years and overrun with the stone-strangling vines of the jungle. Marveling at the beauty laced with terror in the stories of our young Cambodian guide (who told us the local villagers believed that Angkor was built by angels and giants), time seemed poised on the still-point of the world. This was more than an architectural curiosity, a pious parable of fleeting glory; it was a microcosm of the universe itself. According to scholars, the walls, moats, and soaring terraces represented the different levels of existence itself. The five towers of Angkor symbolized the five peaks of Mount Meru, the center of the world in Hindu cosmology. This was the world mountain in stone, a monumental mandala encompassed by moats that evoked the oceans. A visit was an accomplishment demanding the rigorous climbing of precipitously steep staircases, built that way not without reason.

“It is clear,” wrote Vice Admiral Bonard, an early colonialist, “that the worshiper penetrating the temple was intended to have a tangible sense of moving to higher and higher levels of initiation.” Our three days stretched on. The hours seemed to contain days, the days held weeks, as in all dreamtime adventures. We were graced with one strangely moving encounter after another. Silently, we mingled with saffron-robed monks who had walked hundreds of miles in the foot-steps of their ancestors from Cambodia, Thailand, India, and Japan to pray in the sanctuary of a place believed for a thousand years to be the center of the world. Gratefully, we traded road stories with travelers who'd been through Burma, Vietnam, and China. After dark, we read the accounts of fellow pilgrims who had been making the arduous trek here by foot for centuries, from China and Japan in ancient times, then by car from France and England, and by boat from America.

Though neither Buddhist nor Hindu, wandering through the site I was more than smitten by the romancing of old stones. In the uncanny way of spiritually magnetized centers of pilgrimage, I felt a wonderful calm exploring the derelict pavilions, abandoned libraries, and looted monasteries. My imagination was animated by the strange and wonderful challenge to fill in what time had destroyed, thrilling to the knowledge that tigers, panthers, and elephants still roamed over the flagstones of these shrines when Angkor was rediscovered in the 1860s.

But through our visit the dark thread ran.

With every step through the ghostly glory of the ancient temple grounds, it was impossible not to be reminded of the scourge of Pol Pot, the ever-present threat of landmines, and the fragility of a site that had endured a thousand years of historical chaos. The maimed children and fierce soldiers we encountered everywhere were grim evidence of a never-ending war. Once upon a time, foreigners were spared the horrors of remote revolutions, but no more. In a local English-language newspaper, we read that Pol Pot had ordered the executions of three Australian tourists, saying only, “Crush them.”

Overshadowing even this were the twinges of guilt I felt for having undertaken the journey—Jo, my partner back in San Francisco, was seven months pregnant with our baby. Though she was selflessly supportive, I was uneasy. So why make such a risky journey?

To fulfill a vow.

Twice in the previous fifteen years, my plans to make the long trek to the ruins of Angkor had been thwarted at the Thai-Cambodia border. Dreading that war might break out again and the borders clamp shut for another twenty years, I believed that the research trip my brother and I were on in the Philippines serendipitously offered a last chance to fulfill a promise to my father.

On my eleventh birthday, he had presented me with a book, not a Zane Grey Western or the biography of my hometown baseball hero, Al Kaline, that I had asked for, but a book with a bronze-tinted cover depicting sculptures of fabulous creatures from a distant world. These creatures were not from a phantasmagorical planet out of science fiction, but the long-forgotten world of the Khmers, the ancient civilization that had built Angkor.

From that moment on, the book came to symbolize for me the hidden beauty of the world. With the transportive magic that only books possess, it offered a vision of the vast world outside of my small hometown in Michigan; it set a fire in my heart and through the years inspired in me the pilgrim's desire to see this wondrous place for myself.

When my father became ill in the fall of 1984, I drove cross-country from San Francisco to Detroit to see him and, in an effort to lift his spirits, promised him that when he recovered we would travel together. I tried to convince him that after years of unfulfilled plans to see Europe, we would travel together to Amsterdam and visit Van Gogh's nephew, whom he had once guided on a personal tour through Ford's River Rouge complex in Dearborn. After Holland, I suggested, we could take the train to Périgueux in southern France and track down the story of our ancestors who had left there in 1678. Then, I said haltingly, we could take a direct flight from Paris to Phnom Penh and visit Angkor Wat. He seemed pleased by the former, puzzled by the latter.

“Don't you remember the book you gave me as a boy?” I asked him, disappointed in his response to my cue. “The one on the excavations at Angkor?” He riffled through the memory of a lifetime of books he had bestowed on friends and family. Then his face lit up, and he harrumphed, “Oh, yes. Angkor, the Malcolm MacDonald book, the one with the sculptures of the Terrace of the Leper King on the cover.” He paused to consider the possibilities of our traveling together, then painfully readjusted himself in his old leather reading chair.
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The recently restored sculpture and walls of the Terrace of the Leper King, built by Yasovarman, founder of Angkor Wat.

“I just wish I were as confident as you that I was going to recover,” he said with the first note of despair I'd ever heard from him. “Of course, I'd like to see these places with you. It would be wonderful.” Then his voice broke. “But I don't know, son, if I'm going to make it.”

No one I've ever met has pronounced the word “wonderful” like my father. He stressed the first syllable, “won,” as if the adjective did indeed have its roots in victory and triumph. He so rarely used upbeat words, so when he did I knew he meant it. Hearing it there and then, watching this once-ferocious and formidable man sit in a chair, unable to move his hands and feet because of a crippling nerve disease, I was shaken. Still, I feigned confidence and courage and promised we would hit the road together as soon as he recovered.

He didn't. Four months later, on the very Ides of March which he had announced every year in our house as though it were the strangest day on the calendar, my father died in his sleep.

Shortly after the funeral, while packing up the books in his stilled apartment, I made one of the few vows in my life. I promised myself I would take the journey for both of us, make the pilgrimage to a place made holy by the play of light on stone and the devotion of pilgrims who had walked astonishing distances so that they might touch the sacred sculpture and offer their prayers on the wings of incense.

And, in so doing, perhaps restore my faith in life itself.

THE ART OF PILGRIMAGE

We journey across the days as over a stone the waves.

—Paul Valéry

All our journeys are rhapsodies on the theme of discovery. We travel as seekers after answers we cannot find at home, and soon find that a change of climate is easier than a change of heart. The bittersweet truth about travel is embedded in the word, which derives from the older word travail, itself rooted in the Latin tripalium, a medieval torture rack. As many a far-ranging roamer has suspected, there are moments in travel that are like being “on the rack.” For the wandering Bedouins, “Travel is travail.” The ancient Greeks taught that obstacles were the tests of the gods, and the medieval Japanese believed that the sorrows of travel were challenges to overcome and transform into poetry and song. Whether we are on vacation, a business trip, or a far-flung adventure tour, we can look at the trying times along the road as either torment or chances to “stretch” ourselves.

But what do we do if we feel a need for something more out of our journeys than the perennial challenges and pleasures of travel? What happens if the search for the new is no longer enough? What if our heart aches for a kind of journey that defies explanation?

Centuries of travel lore suggest that when we no longer know where to turn, our real journey has just begun. At that crossroads moment, a voice calls to our pilgrim soul. The time has come to set out for the sacred ground—the mountain, the temple, the ancestral home—that will stir our heart and restore our sense of wonder. It is down the path to the deeply real where time stops and we are seized by the mysteries. This is the journey we cannot not take.

On that long and winding road, it is easy to lose the way. Listen. The old hermit along the side of the road whispers, Stranger, pass by that which you do not love.
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“I left Tangier, my birthplace, the 13th of June, 1325,” wrote Ibn Battua, one of the most remarkable spiritual seekers who ever ventured down the long and winding roads of the world, “being at the time twenty-two years of age, with the intention of making the Pilgrimage  to the Holy House {at Mecca} and the Tomb of the Prophet {at Medina}. I set out alone, finding no companions to cheer the way with friendly intercourse, and no party of travelers with whom to associate myself. Swayed by an overwhelming impulse within me, and a long-cherished desire to visit all those glorious sanctuaries, I resolved to leave all my friends both female and male, to abandon my home as birds abandon the nest.”
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A nineteenth-century drawing of the Mosque at Mecca, revealing hajji, pilgrims, prostrating themselves and circumambulating the Ka'aba.

For twenty-nine years, Battua made pilgrimages from Spain to China, roaming 75,000 miles, three times the distance covered by Marco Polo. When he finally returned to Morocco, he wrote in his astonishing rihla, or travel book, that his native land was “the best of countries, for its fruits are plentiful, and running water and nourishing food are never exhausted.”

If it is so that one's home is the “best of countries,” why do millions of us, every year since time immemorial, cast our fates to the wind and follow the ancient tracks of the pilgrim roads of the world? By what “overwhelming impulse” are we swayed to travel to faraway places at great cost and often at great risk?

For Ibn Battua, the longing was a chorus of calls: religious, scientific, poetic, political, and mercenary. He was the quintessential pilgrim, spiritually grounded, soulfully inspired, responding to what Goethe called “the holy longing,” the desire to be caught up in a deeper quest.

Meanwhile, according to the German scholar of travel, Winfried Löschburg, “the longing to defeat distance, the longing for the unknown became stronger and stronger in parts of Europe. It was the desire to escape the baronial castle or the convent-school, and move out into the wide world through the town gates….” Anatole France wrote that during the Age of Exploration, the urge was described as un long desire, the passionate pursuit of the hidden or forbidden, the novel or the legendary; impossible to satisfy but equally impossible to ignore.

The impulse to travel is as old as stone, as timeless as the rising and setting of the sun. Zora Neale Hurston felt that “Travel is the soul of civilization.” To some, the urge is for motion itself, as with Robert Louis Stevenson, who wrote, “For my part I travel not to go anywhere, but to go. I travel for travel's sake. The great affair is to move.” The very word traveler conjures up images of the romance of movement. Henry David Thoreau wrote, “A traveler. I love his title. A traveler is to be reverenced as such. His profession is the best symbol of our life. Going from—toward; it is the history of every one of us.”

To others, like the French novelist Colette, travel suggests sensuous possibilities: “I am going away with him to an unknown country where I shall have no past and no name, and where I shall be born again with a new face and an untried heart.” To the rapscallion rover Mark Twain, long journeys held out the possibility of self-improvement: “Travel is fatal to prejudice, bigotry, and narrow-mindedness.” The nomadic Bruce Chatwin told how a tramp once described his own compulsion to wander: “It's as though the tides was pulling you along the high road.” In her landmark anthology Maiden Voyages, Mary Morris cites Lawrence Durrell's splendid description of Freya Stark as an example of the way women “move differently through the world.” Durrell writes, “A great traveler … is a kind of introspective; as she covers the ground outwardly, so she advances fresh interpretations of herself inwardly.”
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The mere glimpse of exotic passport stamps is enough to ignite wanderlust in the heart of the true traveler.

There is a tradition of travel as a kind of peripatetic university. In his classic book Abroad, Paul Fussell writes, “Before the development of tourism, travel was conceived to be like study, and its fruits were considered to be the adornment of the mind and the formation of judgment. The traveler was a student of what he sought….” But, Fussell postulates, the romantic aura and aristocratic associations surrounding travel changed irrevocably with the humbling horrors of World War I. Now there is no more true exploration, no serious travel, only “jet travel to ruins.”

Thus the paradox: The easier it becomes to travel widely, on the wings of supersonic jets and via the Internet, the harder it becomes to travel wisely. We are left with plenty of frequent-flier miles and passport stamps, but the gnawing suspicion grows that our travels lack something vital. T. S. Eliot was driven to ask of the modern age,

Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge?

Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?
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Imagine your first memorable journey. What images rise up in your soul? They may be of a childhood visit to the family gravesite, the lecture your uncle gave at a famous battlefield, or the hand-in-hand trip with your mother to a religious site. What feelings are evoked by your enshrined travel memories? Do they have any connection with your life today? Have you ever made a vow to go someplace that is sacred to you, your family, your group? Have you ever imagined yourself in a place that stirred your soul like the song of doves at dawn?

If not you, then who? If not now, when? If not here, where? Paris? Benares? Memphis?

Uncover what you long for and you will discover who you are.

THE TRAVELER WHO IS TAKEN SERIOUSLY

Pilgrims are poets who create
by taking journeys.

—Richard R. Niebuhr

According to the dictionary, the word pilgrimage derives from the Latin peligrinus, foreigner or wayfarer, the journey of a person who travels to a shrine or holy place. Another older derivation, more poetic, reveals that pilgrim has its roots in the Latin per agrum, “through the field.” This ancient image suggests a curious soul who walks beyond known boundaries, crosses fields, touching the earth with a destination in mind and a purpose in heart. This pilgrim is a way-farer who longs to endure a difficult journey to reach the sacred center of his or her world, a place made holy by a saint, hero, or god. Once there, the desire is to touch a relic, have a vision, hear an oracle, and to experience what psychologist Stephen Larsen calls the “irruption of the divine in a three-dimensional place.” In Richard R. Niebuhr's elegant description,
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A nineteenth-century postcard found in an old bookstall along the Seine River in Paris, showing a “wandering Bohermian,” as the bouquiniste, or bookseller, descrided it.

Pilgrims are persons in motion—passing through territories not their own—seeking something we might call completion, or perhaps the word clarity will do as well, a goal to which only the spirit's compass points the way.

Traditional pilgrims such as Abraham, Basho, Saint Jerome, Saint Egeria, Chaucer, and Dante—and their modern counterparts William Least Heat Moon, Freya Stark, Isabelle Eberhardt, Sir Richard Burton, Thomas Merton, Paulo Coelho's young pilgrim on the Old Path to Santiago de Compostela, Ray Kinsella in the baseball movie Field of Dreams, or Isak Dinesen in Out of Africa—all have left chronicles of their journeys. From them we can discern a few telltale patterns.

The pilgrim's motives have always been manifold: to pay homage, to fulfill a vow or obligation, to do penance, to be rejuvenated spiritually, or to feel the release of catharsis. The journeys all begin in a restive state, in deep disturbance. Something vital was missing in life: Vitality itself may be lurking on the road or at the heart of a distant sanctuary.

The ritual act of pilgrimage attempts to fill that emptiness. It can happen halfway around the world, as it did with a very kind priest I know—Father Theodore Walters of Toledo, Ohio, who began leading groups to the Marian Shrine at Medjugorje, Yugoslavia, because he believed that modern people desperately needed “a healing vision from the Mother of God.” He also confessed that he believed a war-battered country might need the kindness people on pilgrimage convey from the sheer gratitude brimming in their hearts.

Pilgrimage can also occur just down the road, as it did to a married couple I met briefly, who had reached an impasse in their creative endeavors. They said they had lost their voice and needed “to hear the voice of commitment to words again.” In response, they decided to reinvigorate their love of literature by traveling to the poet Robinson Jeffers' stone house in Carmel, California. My old friend Michael Jajuga was under so much stress during medical school that once a month he would rejuvenate himself with what he called his “nature pilgrimages.” He would drive all night in his 1970 Challenger into the woods of northern Michigan so he could go trout fishing for a few hours before returning home. That brief contact was his “golden time,” he used to say—his sacred time.

Participation can be communal, as was scholar China Galland's march with a million other pilgrims to the Shrine of Our Lady of Czestochowa in Jasna Gora Monastery, Poland. Or it may be solitary, as with the World War II pilot I met in Tokyo in the mid-1980s, who had just returned from a sorrowful visit to ground zero in Hiroshima.

What unites the different forms of pilgrimage is intensity of intention, the soul's desire to respond to return to the center, whether it portends ecstasy or agony. What makes a pilgrimage sacred is the longing behind the journey, reminiscent of the famous sixteenth-century woodcut of the Pilgrim Astronomer, who pokes his head through a slit in the dome of the sky so that he might gaze at the machinery behind the sun, stars, and moon and so unveil the mystery of creation.
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“The Spiritual Pilgrim.” The French astronomer Camille Flammarion adapted this image from a sixteenth-century German woodcut.

WHAT IS MISSING LONGS TO BE FILLED IN

We thirst at first.

—Emily Dickinson

Emily Dickinson knew well the tidal pulls of creative desire. She made daily pilgrimages to sacred places in her imagination, renewing herself with each recognition of her creative needs. Thirst, hunger, the yearning for touch—the metaphors are countless. Thoreau suggests that the longing may be the stirrings of remorse that we are not living up to our potential: “We do not commonly live our life out and full; we do not fill all our pores with our blood; we do not inspire and expire fully and entirely enough…. We live but a fraction of our life. Why do we not let on the flood, raise the gates, and set all our wheels in motion?”
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Legendary bibliophile George Whitman (inset) at the helm of his Shakespeare and Company Bookstore in Paris. At right, a photo of the bookstore, circa 1950s.

Pilgrims have reached this crossroads. Suddenly, it is important for them to see for themselves, to set foot on, to touch, to listen to the presence in the sanctuary, whether it's the Blue Mosque in Istanbul or the Shakespeare and Company Bookstore in Paris. Contact with the ground and contact with the relics at the end of the journey means getting in touch with the holy ground that spurs our faith onward.

To be touched, we must, in turn, touch. When life has lost its meaning, a pilgrim will risk everything to get back in touch with life. This is why relics, such as a tooth of the Buddha, the dried blood of Christ, or a Shakespeare folio, are objects that must be touched as an integral part of the pilgrimage. This is what the risk is for, the confirmation that the mystery exists at all in a modern world seemingly determined to undermine the sacred as mere superstition. Every day, we can read articles “exposing” ancient mysteries—the soul is “nothing but the electrical firing of synapses in the brain,” dreams are the result only of “chemical combustion in the mind,” love is simply the blind attraction of two incompetent personalities. Worse yet, it is now bandied about that the miracle of life itself is but a chance occurrence, a universal hiccup.

The pilgrim mood is aroused. The idea that redwood groves, an eagle's eyesight, the formation of coral, the grip of a baby's hand, the Bach suites, the echo of God in the poetry of Sappho and Pablo Neruda are all but a burp of evolution makes the soul recoil and long for a journey to reconfirm the presence behind sacred mysteries.

The desire for the deeply real at sacred sites around the world is what prompts intrepid souls to set out on long journeys to Rome, Jerusalem, Mecca, Ayers Rock, Medicine Wheel, Glastonbury, Croagh Patrick, Thingvellir, Macchu Pichu, Canterbury, Stratford-on-Avon, Walden, and their secular counterparts, the Field of Dreams in Iowa, or the home of the Brönte sisters in Yorkshire.

To William Melczer, an authority on the Santiago de Compostela pilgrimage, the “deeper effect” of treading the ancient track was “regeneration” and “self-purification.” In The Songlines, Bruce Chatwin writes, “There was an idea in the Middle Ages, that by going on pilgrimage, as Muslim pilgrims do, you were reinstating the original condition of man. The act of walking through a wilderness was thought to bring you back to God.” On the heels of that idea, Löschburg writes, “The most important journey for the people of the Middle Ages was the pilgrimage. Thousands of clerics and laymen, men and women, the rich and the poor from all countries of Europe, went to Jerusalem, to Rome, to Loreto in the center of Italy, or Santiago de Compostela in northwest Spain, a mighty and constant movement of people. Soon the church could speak of an epidemic of pilgrimages, a plague which had to be arrested. Pilgrimages usually imposed for doing penitence, as often as not became a cover for the longing to travel, for adventure and for fulfilling the desire to see the fabled East; in some way a form of medieval tourism.”
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The ruins of Glastonbury Abbey, Glastonbury, England, a sacred pilgrimage point for visits to the Chalic Well. Underneath this magnificient archway is the legendary burial place of King Arthur and Lady Guinevere.

These are the pulls a soul feels once or twice in a lifetime. When asked about these matters of destiny, Laurens van der Post described how the Bushmen distinguished the two hungers in human beings. The first is the hunger of the body for food; the second, and more important, is the hunger of the spirit for meaning.

“Meaning transfigures all,” van der Post concluded at the end of his life.

THE ROADS OF LONGING

If you stand, stand.
If you sit, sit.
But don't wobble!

—Zen Master Ummon

On the Japanese island of Shikoku there is a thousand-year-old tradition of walking the circuit of eighty-eight shrines. Oliver Statler writes in Japanese Pilgrimage, “Having created the charismatic figure of the Daishi, a savior who descends from Koya to walk as a pilgrim, it was natural that the holy men should urge the people to follow in his footsteps. First they promoted pilgrimage to Koya, where he rested. Then they advocated pilgrimage to Shikoku, where he was born, where he came many times as a young monk searching for the right way, where he achieved enlightenment. Eventually they shaped a pilgrimage that went all around the island.”

This concise description illuminates the plot of the pilgrimage, so to speak. But what truly gives Statler's book such power is the unfolding of what Ralph Waldo Emerson called “the undersong,” the emotional current that carries us along through the very life of our inner world. “Of one thing I am certain,” Statler wrote upon completing his pilgrimage,: “the transformation I yearn for is incomplete. I do not know whether I am any closer to enlightenment—I do not really expect to achieve it—but I know that the attempt is worth the effort.” His yearning is both the beginning and ending of the story, both push and pull of his journey.

In describing one of the urges towards the de rigueur Grand Tour for the eighteenth-century English gentleman, Anthony Burgess writes that the longing for the Continent stemmed from the “suspicion that you have missed the chance to do something bold and different….” Richard Ford writes in his novel Independence Day about a real estate agent in midlife crisis whose “life has swerved badly.” His driving ambition is to guide his son to several halls of fame around America, ending up at the one for baseball in Cooperstown, New York. The desperate plan is for more than a mere vacation: He hopes to heal his life and the rift with his family. “Paul and I,” writes Ford, “fit in well with the pilgrim feel of things temporal—nonworshipful, nonpious, camera-toting dads and sons, dads and daughters, in summery togs, winding our certain but vaguely embarrassed way toward the Hall of Fame (as if there were something shameful about going).”

For seventeen years, the Russian-American author Joseph Brodsky returned to Venice, his “version of Paradise.” Again and again, he made the foray so that he might tread the ground of his first visit when he was introduced to the mysteries of the city by an enigmatic “Ariadne” and her “fragrant thread” of perfume. He also wanted to carry on a long “meditation on the relationship between water and land, light and dark, present and past, stone and flesh, desire and fulfillment.”

In his gauzy book Watermarks, Brodsky writes, “Let me reiterate, water equals time and provides beauty with its double…. By rubbing water, this city improves time's looks, beautifies the future. That's what the role of this city in the universe is. Because the city is static while we are moving. The tear is proof of that. Because we go and beauty stays. Because we are headed for the future, while beauty is the eternal present.”

In Brodsky's meditations, I find a model for a simple but elegant response to one of the deepest longings in us, the need for sacred beauty. His longing to see beneath the superficial beauty of Venice until he could finally and truly see it, moves me deeply. But Brodsky warns that questing too earnestly is an error; beauty is a “by-product of ordinary things.”

We can only discover the real thing through deep observation, by the slow accretion of details.

[image: Image]

Imagine taking seventeen years to see a place until you truly see it. Have you ever longed to explore a place that thoroughly? Have you yearned to find what is hidden in a site you have dreamed about, whether it is halfway around the world or halfway down the block?

Recall that Prague-born poet Rainer Maria Rilke was secretary to the sculptor Auguste Rodin and that he temporarily lost the ability to write. To Rodin, that meant that Rilke had stopping seeing. He suggested that the poet go to the Paris Zoo every day and look at one animal until he saw it. Seventy-two poems later, all about a panther, Rilke could say, as he later said of the painter Paul Cézanne, “Suddenly one has the right eyes.”

Integral to the art of travel is the longing to break away from the stultifying habits of our lives at home, and to break away for however long it takes to once again truly see the world around us. This is why “imagination is more important than knowledge,” as Albert Einstein noted, and why the art of pilgrimage is the art of reimagining how we walk, talk, listen, see, hear, write, and draw as we ready for the journey of our soul's deep desire.

Try and see your next journey as more than an itinerary, to see it rather as the “slow accretion of details.” The truth of a journey is there in the strange new voices, the alluring spices in the market you never knew existed, the thrilling moment when your longing is finally fulfilled.

THE TRAVELER'S LAMP

Be ye lamps unto yourselves.

—Gautama Buddha

For centuries, the devout pilgrims who slowly circled the island of Shikoku in honor of the Japanese saint Kobo Daishi stayed in simple inns along the road. Besides food and shelter, the pilgrims were given a traveler's lamp. The pathways around the mountain villages were often treacherously wet and unstable. The portable lantern lit the way through the dark toward the warmth of the pilgrim's inn.

I've thought of this elemental image of illuminating the darkness for many years. Lanterns are among my fondest travel memories. Hurricane lamps were common on camping trips with friends in northern Michigan. My friend George Whitman, owner of Shakespeare and Company Bookstore in Paris (which was built on the site of an old monastery), tells me that lamplighting was a venerable tradition there for centuries, the honor going to “the most eccentricmonk.” “People long for the light,” he says, “and that's what the books in my store do. They shed light in a time of darkness. That's why a bookstore is the place where heaven and earth meet.”

The image utmost in my mind's eye is the brass lantern handed out by the nuns at a remote hostelry in the village of Sagada in northern Luzon, Philippines. At the time of my first visit, there was no electricity; nighttime was utter darkness. To venture anywhere in the hostel or outdoors necessitated carrying a bright and broad light. I was seized by a shuddering notion to explore the dark valley at night by lantern-light. In my hand, it felt like one of the lamps of marvels from the Arabian Nights.

The traveler's lamp is also an illuminating metaphor for the light that shines forth from the wisdom of travelers who have walked the path before us.

[image: Image]

Imagine lighting an old brass lantern. Visualize the light that pours forth over the road in front of you. Can you say, as Isak Dinesen did of her home in Africa, that “This is where I ought to be”? Do you feel a longing to be somewhere else?

Think of the ways that questions illuminate the world around us. Questions tune the soul. The purpose behind questions is to initiate the quest.

Recall the words of Alan Jones, dean of Grace Cathedral in San Francisco, who writes, “We are impoverished in our longing and devoid of imagination when it comes to our reaching out to others…. We need to be introduced to our longings, because they guard our mystery.”

Ask yourself what mystery is being guarded by your longing. Are you taking the time to find out? The time for this never appears; it is discovered.

THAT WHICH YOU ARE LOOKING FOR MAY BE CALLING YOU TO SEEK

Seek patiently and you will find.

—traditional advice of the Muses

Reading old travel books or novels set in faraway places, spinning globes, unfolding maps, playing world music, eating in ethnic restaurants, meeting friends in cafés whose walls hold the soul-talk of decades—all these things are part of never-ending travel practice, not unlike doing scales on a piano, shooting free throws, or meditating. They are exercises that help lure the longing out of the soul and honor the brooding-over of unhatched ideas for journeys.

But the oldest practice is still the best. Take your soul for a stroll. Long walks, short walks, morning walks, evening walks—whatever form or length it takes. Walking is the best way to get out of your head. Recall the invocation of the philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, who said, “Above all, do not lose your desire to walk: Every day I walk myself into a state of wellbeing and walk away from every illness; I have walked myself into my best thoughts.” As if in his footsteps, Friedrich Nietzsche also remarked, “Never trust a thought that didn't come by walking.”

THE TASK OF TASKS

This longing you express is the return message.

—Mevlana Rumi

Carl Jung wrote about his midlife crisis in his memoirs, in which he asked himself which myth he was living by. He discovered to his horror that he didn't know. “So I made it the task of tasks of my life to find out.” He did this in a fascinating way, returning to a childhood fascination with building sandcastles. Intuitively, he knew that by going back to his origins, his earliest display of genuine play and imagination, he could reconstruct his life, find a pattern for what became his life story.

When poet Donald Hall met with sculptor Henry Moore, he dared to ask if Moore believed that there was a secret to life. The response astonishes: “The secret of life,” Moore answered without flinching, “is to have a task, something you devote your entire life to, something you bring everything to, every minute of the day for your whole life. And the most important thing is—it must be something you cannot possibly do.”

[image: Image]

Imagine the courage behind these tasks. By what sacred story are you living? What task have you set for yourself? Can you tell your life story, accomplish your task, from where you are?

If you're uncertain, turn over in your mind philosopher Alfred North Whitehead's reflection that “religion is what we do with our solitude.”

Where your heart wanders during those chambered moments will show you the direction of your true longing. We speak of God and geniuses and heroes and sacred sites, but these are only names for the ineffable mystery of the force behind something our souls long to be in touch with. No practical philosophy explains this urge. It is a force from the mysterious shadow world that may in turn long for us.

“Isn't it time,” Alan Jones asks, “that your drifting was consecrated into pilgrimage? You have a mission. You are needed. The road that leads to nowhere has to be abandoned…. It is a road for joyful pilgrims intent on the recovery of passion.”

But can we ever know what our mission is? There is no one answer for everyone, but for four thousand years it has proved helpful to dwell for a moment on this thought from the Brihaduranyaha Upanishad, “You are what your deep driving desire is.”

In travel, art, religion, and poetry, the experience and the source of the sacred is similar because, as Octavio Paz has written, “it springs from the same source. That source is desire. Profound desire to be other than what one seems to be.”

This is otherwise known as wrestling with fate and destiny.

THE END, THE BEGINNING

The necessary thing is great, inner solitude.
What goes on inwardly is worthy of your love.

—Rainer Maria Rilke

Inward seeking, as Walker Percy has written, “is what anyone would undertake if he were not sunk in the everydayness of his own life. To become aware of the possibility of the search is to be onto something. Not to be onto something is to be in despair.”

What I hear in this train-whistle prose is the melancholic side of the questing spirit. The blue wave that overcomes us, the knotting in the ribcage is a signal that we have reached an impasse. How to adequately respond to this? The first step is to treat the melancholy as a force to be followed into its depths.

In some cases, the longing may be from an entire community. In February 1998, Saint Francis Church in San Francisco's North Beach neighborhood, built for miners during the 1849 Gold Rush, reopened after a four-year closure. How had the archbishop been convinced to turn back time? According to the Reverend Stephen Gross, the notion of resurrecting the church as a shrine for pilgrimage was the clinching argument. “People from Europe used to come by the church and ask us, ‘Don't Americans have shrines? Don't they make pilgrimages?’ We realized that many people want something more out of their travels and even their everyday worship. There seems to be a longing in the world for rituals that can lead you to some healing. There's no quick fix, but there is the peace that a pilgrimage stop can offer. Then you just have to pray.”

When asked what it was like to see the ritual unveiling of the relic of the patron saint of animals and peace, Father Stephen was obviously moved. “I get teary-eyed just thinking about that moment. Being a Franciscan, I think of how Francis longed for something significant to do with his life, and when he found it he also discovered a gift for others for all these centuries. The chance to be a light for others. So here at the new shrine we hope to embody his {Saint Francis'} spirit of peace. We hope this will be a pilgrimage destination for all those longing for peace in the world.”

For environmentalist John Borton, the longing for pilgrimage wasn't to a traditional religious site, but a fundamental one, the place or places that might answer for him the inscrutable story of his family history. His wasn't a passing interest but a deep longing for clarity about his origins. He is haunted by the uncertainty of where his ancestors came from, what they endured to make a life in the New World, and what, if any, influence their lives had on him. He was convinced that it was impossible for him to move on any further with his own life until he answered these questions to his own satisfaction.

“Continuity is the word that comes to mind,” he explains. “An over-whelming need to resolve all those fragmented images about who my sisters and I might be capable of being, based on the conflicting family history stories and the relatives we met, integrated with who we felt we were and who we wanted to be, based on our perceptions and values. We felt ‘out of phase’ with our lives from early childhood. We thought the quest for family history information might help us to sift the hopes, dreams, pain, and scripts of others in the past from our essence, so that we could see who we were more clearly and choose rather than react about our future.”

In The Mythic Image, mythologist Joseph Campbell writes of “the idea of a sacred place where the walls and laws of the temporal world may dissolve to reveal a wonder apparently as old as the human race.” Belief in such a place, a holy temple, a sacred mesa, or an archive of sacred knowledge, inspires hope in the pilgrim's soul; an encounter there transfigures it. The prospect stirs the soul, demands a leap of faith, and awakens joy at the crossroads. If taken in this spirit, pilgrimage is poetry in motion, a winding road to meaning.

“When your ship, long moored in harbour, gives you the illusion of being a house … put out to sea!” writes Brazilian archbishop Helder Camara, “save your boat's journeying soul, and your own pilgrim soul, cost what it may.”

Describing this languid moment in which our world strangifies with sudden possibility, the French poet Jules Supervielle writes in his poem, The Call:

And it was then that in the depths of sleep
Someone breathed to me: “You alone can do it,
Come immediately.”
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