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Spiritual pilgrimage: “Travel for transformation” 
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“I think if ever something very difficult comes my way, I would walk it again,” says musician and Concordia 

University student Christianne Kearns, who embarked on a 21-day walk on the 800-kilometre Camino (St. James 

Way) in summer 2011. 

MONTREAL — A felt parson’s hat lies on Matthew Anderson’s desk in the Bishop St. 

sandstone row that houses Concordia University’s Department of Theological Studies. A 

throwback to earlier days when one imagines portly pastors walking country roads on 

confessional visits, this hat’s provenance goes back even farther. 

Tacked on the flatted brim is a shell, a coquille, marked with the Cross of St. Jacques, symbol of 

the 800-kilometre pilgrimage route taken in medieval times through France (or Portugal) and 

Spain to Santiago de Compostela, Spain, where the relics of St. James are buried in the massive 



cathedral built in his honour. “Each of the three major pilgrim routes are marked with signs,” 

said Anderson, a tall man with a twinkle in his eye. “If you were going to Jerusalem, you would 

have a palm branch; to Rome, a cross.” 

Anderson, a lecturer at Concordia, is a late convert to pilgrimage, but since discovering the lure 

of the walk, he has dedicated a good portion of his time as an academic to pondering the 

meaning of the pilgrims’ progress. An award winning short story writer and ordained Lutheran 

minister, he has ventured twice during the last several years on to St. James Way, popularly 

known as the Camino. Last summer, he walked with a particular goal — to film a documentary 

that poses the question: why do we walk? 

Nearly all the people he interviewed for the film, Something Grand, called themselves spiritual, 

Anderson said. “They were concerned with the question, ‘Who am I in relation to the world? 

What is the meaning of my life? What does it mean to live a good and worthwhile life?’ ” 

These are philosophical and theological questions, asked by people who are Hindu, Muslim, 

Christians — even agnostic, he said. “Seems to me we live in a time of great upheaval of the 

underpinnings of society, in transition, which is one of the elements of pilgrimage thought.” 

These subjects will be under discussion on May 3 and 4, when Concordia will host Ecstatic 

Journey, a conference on pilgrimage. 

His first walk on the Camino in 2011 was fraught with difficulty. Leading a group from 

Montreal, he suffered a severed Achilles tendon and had to hobble or bus it most of the way, 

although the 10 students in his group walked 270 kilometres. 

“The Camino attracts many people in their 20s from all over the world and just as many if not 

more of middle age or older,” he said. 

One group of women in Anderson’s entourage jokingly called themselves “the snails,” middle-

aged, independent women who wanted to learn what pilgrimage was about. They are part of 

swelling crowd, on the Camino as well as other pilgrim routes around the world, who are looking 

for a spiritual life, said Sara Terreault, a pilgrim scholar who teaches a course at Concordia in 

Celtic Christianity and spirituality. 

During the last decade, the annual number of pilgrims along the Camino ranged from a low of 

93,924 in 2005 to a high in the Saint’s Year, 2010, of 272,135. Last year, 192,488 pilgrims 

walked the path, 56.53 per cent male, 43.47 per cent female. As usual, the vast majority, between 

75 and 90 per cent, travelled the path on foot, the rest in descending order by bicycle, horseback 

and wheelchair. According to research collected by official Santiago de Compostela website, 

more than half trod the path for both religious and cultural reasons, rather than religion alone. On 

average, just under 10 per cent walked for no religious reasons at all. 

“There are growing numbers of people who say they are spiritual but not religious, and 

pilgrimage is part of that,” Terreault said. “Spirituality is about the basic human journey, which 

may not be expressed as a traditional religion. Think of our lives, we are always going 



somewhere, always transforming. There’s a kind of directionality to life — we are born, we live, 

we die.” 

Perhaps it’s the physicality of the experience, the interest in health combined with an interest in 

tourism, that has brought more people to the Camino, she said. Pilgrims on the Camino must 

walk with backpacks, giving up many comforts to stay in inexpensive pilgrim hostels along the 

way, so the pilgrim walk is meant to be arduous. Interestingly, though many who partake are not 

religious, this is the very perspective that hearkens back to older traditions. 

“The burden is part of the human journey, so by carrying the backpack you’re practising the 

traditional Christian understanding of pilgrimage, seeing it as penance, as a way of enduring 

hardship for the purposes of contrition and purification,” Terreault said. 

“You see that through all the great spiritual traditions, practising letting go of things — in this 

case comfort — and so on. In a sense, it’s a discipline that looks toward gaining freedom, a kind 

of a paradox. If you sort of loosen your attachment to things, you gain some kind of freedom in 

that.” 

There are many pilgrimage stories of moments of clarity and epiphany, Terreault said, though 

often it doesn’t happen the way you expect. “There’s something to learn about being alone and 

something to learn about being with people. It’s a rich diversity of experience.” 

During summer 2011, Christianne Kearns had planned to go on a student exchange to Madrid for 

a year, and when it fell through she decided to use her ticket to Spain to walk the Camino. 

Kearns, 27, is completing her master’s degree in public policy and public administration at 

Concordia, and is also a musician and composer, having just released her second album with her 

band Algoma. 

“I will never forget it,” she said of her 21-day walk on the Camino. “I think, on a societal front, 

you realize how little you actually need to survive. All your worldly possessions are in a 

backpack, you are up with the sun and end with the sun. Pilgrims would be out and walking by 

4:30 a.m. — it was August and really hot — and in bed by 8:30. It was a natural cycle that I had 

never been on, in tune with the natural elements.” 

Kearns described herself as a Catholic who has always been against the hierarchy and the 

opulence. Walking on the Camino “showed me (that among) regular Christians and Caltholics 

like me, few were concerned with the hierarchy. I have always been a very critical Catholic, so it 

really reaffirmed my faith,” she said. 

Her illumination came in many forms, from the 70-year-olds walking the Camino, to the sad 

woman who had lost her husband to cancer. 

“Near the end, she was smiling, almost as though during the time she had found some kind of 

peace with her loss,” Kearns said. “There were so many people like that — walking because of 

broken hearts, or because they had been through some difficulty. I think if ever something very 

difficult comes my way, I would walk it again.” 



The journey, however, offered some tough lessons as well. 

“By Day 4, I wondered, ‘What am I doing here?’ ” she recalled. “I was exhausted, I was getting 

delirious and by the fifth day, I got really sick. At one of these little clinics on the Camino, they 

had to give me electrolytes. Although I was drinking a lot of water, I was not hydrated enough. 

But I overcame that and I was nearly one of the best near the end. I never thought I could do it, 

but I did! That’s of the big messages I would give to anyone.” 

Kearns has kept on walking, more than an hour each way to and from school. “I walk every 

day,” she said. “It’s such a meditation, a human pace. The idea of the pilgrimage is just that — 

step after step after step, leading you to some transformation.” 

“It hooks you,” said George Greenia, founder of the Institute for Pilgrim Studies at the College 

of William and Mary in Williamsburg, Va. “We are the only institute in pilgrimage studies in the 

world; we joke that once you’ve gone on a pilgrimage, you’re always between pilgrimages.” 

After eight pilgrimages on the Camino, a total of almost 6,500 kilometres, Greenia, keynote 

speaker at the May conference in Montreal, has a deep understanding of who goes and why. 

“The pilgrim stream contains both practising churchgoers to bearers of grudges against the 

church,” he said, and both the walk and the interactions along the way are transformative. 

“Pretty much everybody is questioning at some level and is open to being changed by the 

experience,” said Greenia, also a professor of Hispanic studies, “so they listen to each other in a 

reverential way. It’s a place for inter-faith dialogue that doesn’t happen in other places; they’re 

tending their own bodies and have concern about others, although there’s a certain anonymity 

because you usually only know a person’s first name — and that reveals a lot of things.” 

Trudging along the Camino might be someone grieving the loss of a loved one, celebrating 

cancer in remission, walking to commemorate friends they lost to HIV, or taking a break in the 

middle of their lives. “They might be, or are contemplating, a divorce or separation, might be 

part of a couple who have fallen in love,” Greenia said. 

“Pilgrimages historically are about religion,” Anderson said, “though in my opinion it’s less 

about religion and less about the destination, but is still a spiritual quest for most people. Even 

those who think it’s a walk at the beginning know differently at the end.” 

It was a turning point for him, as well. “I was asked by Pamela Bright, a very renowned 

professor here, to do a course on pilgrimage and lead a walk. It was her great gift to me.” Then 

Bright died of cancer and not long after his first walk, Anderson was diagnosed with prostate 

cancer. “So I can be one of the walking wounded. I came at it academically; now it’s more 

existential.” 

“Pilgrimage through western Europe certainly flourished in the Middle Ages, when strangers 

who claimed to be pilgrims were welcomed and assisted on their way,” Greenia said. “People got 

to travel under the protective identity of being a pilgrimage that could trump clan or ethnic or 

linguistic loyalties. Goethe says pilgrimage created Europe.” 



With the rivalries spawned in the 16th-century Protestant Reformation, national borders were 

closed. “So pilgrimage died out from about 1500 to the 1960s and ’70s, because of cultural 

researchers who started to retrace them and discovered the trails in Spain and even the original 

shelters — the monasteries and convents built to serve the pilgrim populations.” 

With increased mobility, economic resources and travel options, there has been an explosion of 

pilgrimage since the late 20th century, Greenia said. The Camino was reopened after 500 years 

and all over Europe, religious pilgrimages are being revitalized on the direct model of the 

Camino. 

But even though it’s being viewed as a new type of tourism, a pilgrim isn’t a tourist, Greenia 

said. “A tourist retains identity as an outsider, but a pilgrim wants to be affected, touched, 

changed by the experience. An easy definition of pilgrimage that many use is ‘travel for 

transformation.’ ” 

Kearns has begun to think of another pilgrimage, perhaps walking to the cathedral at Ste-Anne-

de-Beaupré or the historic coast trail in Lake Superior Provincial Park. 

But the pilgrimage to Santiago remains the ultimate, she said, noting that of the three ancient 

routes, Rome, Jerusalem and Santiago, it was the name pelligrinos for the Santiago walkers that 

became the word for all pilgrims. And in a way, her end of that journey only signalled another 

beginning. 

“When I got to the end, I felt happiness that it was done, but it’s kind of tragic because the 

journey’s over and you know that you won’t experience something like that for a long time. 

“So I decided to keep walking. I did an extra three-day walk to the Finisterre on the coast which 

people used to do to get that sea shell. It was believed to be the most western point of Europe, 

once considered the end of the world.” 

For more information about the Camino, visit http://peregrinossantiago.es/eng/ For more 

information about the May 3-4 Ecstatic Journey conference, contact Concordia’s Loyola College 

for Diversity and Sustainability at loyolacollege.fas@concordia.ca or phone 514-848-2424, Ext. 

2125. 
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Number of Western pilgrims on the rise 

 By Donna Nebenzahl, Special to The GazetteMarch 30, 2013 9:04 AM 

  

 MONTREAL — Pilgrimage as transformation is an age-old tradition, especially in Eastern 

countries. And during the early 21st century, the numbers of people of all faiths making 

pilgrimages has continued to rise. 

The Alliance of Religions and Conservation estimates 140 million pilgrims annually visit the 32 

most popular sites. In response to these growing numbers, a global Green Pilgrimage Network 

was created in 2011 with the shared goal at Buddhist, Christian, Islamic, Jewish, Shinto and 

other sacred sites of minimizing pilgrims’ environmental impact. 

The increase of Western pilgrims cannot compare with the Hindu pilgrimage of Kumbh Mela, 

estimated to be 80 million pilgrims in 2013, but a sense of exploration and possibility is 

energizing this new generation of pilgrims and pilgrim scholars. 

After buying his gear at Centre La Tienda d’ici à Compostelle Inc. — a Verdun shop that 

specializes in outfitting pilgrims as well as offering Spanish-language classes, preparatory walks 

and packing seminars — Concordia University lecturer Matthew Anderson will become a 

pilgrim again. And not all pilgrimages are walking, he said. 

“You can take a bus pilgrimage, like I did in 2009 to the West Bank and Israel. It was called a 

‘peace and justice pilgrimage.’ ” 

This summer, along with pilgrim scholar Sarah Terreault, he will lead another bus pilgrimage, 

this one to the High Crosses in Ireland. “We’re looking at sources of Celtic Medieval 

Christianity, at art, history and archeology. The High Crosses were a pilgrimage destination 

during the Dark Ages, when Ireland was a source of light for the world,” Anderson said. 

The trip is an optional part of a summer course on pilgrim texts in which Terreault will lecture on 

early Irish pilgrimage. 

“There’s a kind of pilgrimage popular in early medieval Ireland, not as a temporary journey but a 

kind of condition in which the pilgrim would go into permanent exile to detach from love of 

country and kin, so there would not be a return journey,” she said. “But the way we practise it 

most often is where you go somewhere attached to someone’s memory — going to Graceland 

because of Elvis Presley — in which there’s a return journey.” 

Anderson will also spend two weeks on St. Olaf’s Way — from Oslo to Trondheim, Norway — 

which was active from 1000 to 1500. And he talked about planning a special walk across the 

Prairies. “It’s my dream, walking with First Nations people to retrace and reverse the walk back 



into the Cypress Hills region. They were forced from there to the Qu’Appelle Valley and I grew 

up near there, on so-called empty land. One hopes it would be a restoration for them.” 

He also said he dreams of making a pilgrimage in South Africa, where a group of Zulus walks up 

a holy mountain in bare feet. And perhaps, finally, the Hindu pilgrimage in India to bathe in the 

holy Ganges River, which is “the largest organized movement of humanity on Earth,” Anderson 

said. 

For more information about pilgrimages, visit the websites of Du Québec à Compostelle 

(www.duquebecacompostelle.org) and Canadian Company of Pilgrims (www.santiago.ca). 

Pilgrimage outfitter Centre La Tienda d’ici à Compostelle Inc. (www.diciacompostelle.com) is 

located at 4329 Wellington St. in Verdun. 
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