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Advent 1A

Isaiah 2:1-5
Romans 13:11-14
Matthew 24:36-44
Psalm 122

[bookmark: _GoBack]Three weeks ago you sent me off with prayers and blessings for my pilgrimage walk through Spain. Today is my opportunity to tell you about my experience. I could do that very concisely in the words of Mother Pollard, an elderly woman, who refused the offer of a ride during the Montgomery bus boycott. Her words sum up my experience perfectly; “My feets is tired, but my heart is rested.” 

Or, I could give you a blow by blow travel log of my pilgrimage. But today, on the first Sunday of Advent, I want to put my experience into the context of this beautiful liturgical season. The themes of Advent, vigilance, preparation, and imagining the ultimate reign of God, are all things  I experienced on the Camino de Santiago.

But let’s start with a basic orientation to the Camino. 
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The Camino de Santiago, the Way of St. James, dates back to the middle ages when the presumed remains of the James, Apostle of Jesus, were entombed at a site in northwest Spain. As a result, Santiago de Compostela became a pilgrimage destination in the 9th century. All of these lines represent recognized pilgrimage paths and last year over 327,000 souls walked at least 62 miles to get there. Some walked hundreds of miles. 
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We walked the Portuguese route you see here. We walked for 5 days, and traversed 72 miles. 

Our group of 23 from the Diocese of Colorado began our trip in Fatima, Portugal, also a pilgrimage site which attracts hundreds of thousands of visitors each year. It is the site of the Virgin Mary’s appearance, first to three children, and then witnessed by others. While we were in Fátima we participated in a candlelight procession with a few thousand other people. (And this is the low season!)

Devotion to Mary is something I honestly do not understand, it seems foreign to me. But what I experienced there resonated deeply with me, nonetheless. The service was primarily in Portuguese, but the words being spoken were not what was important. What struck me was the realization that everyone in that crowd had a story. Everyone came with a need and a desire to connect to the Holy, the transcendent. And the massive amount of longing I felt in that throng of people is only the tiniest speck of the need and desire which exists in our world today. I might not have been able to connect with their ritual, but I could connect with the yearning for God which burned in the light of all those candles.

That light which illuminated the night is the essence of Advent. It is hope, longing, and waiting for what is promised, but not yet fully seen. And it is the light of Christ, deeply, personally, profoundly present, not in some distant time, but in every moment. 

My thoughts went to how and where and when my longing for a closer union with God would manifest in the days to come. Would I maintain my vigilance, my openness, my attentiveness to God revealing God’s self to me on this journey? Because to be honest with you, my repeated question, as I walked and prayed, was “why am I here, Lord?” “Where are you trying to lead me?” 

Departing Fatima, our group set out in extremely rainy and windy weather, thankfully, on a bus! The bus ride was part of the plan and we were SO grateful not to be walking that day. But the weather was making us all anxious about what the next day, when we would walk 14 miles, would be like. 

We had prepared for this journey, physically, mentally and spiritually. But would it be enough? Doubts abounded that day of horrible weather, but our preparation was already paying off as we encouraged and reassured one another. 

We were not strangers when we all gathered in Lisbon on November 12. We had been meeting for many months prior to our arrival in Portugal, via live online conferences and discussion boards. And almost all of us were able to meet face to face at a weekend retreat in September, where we really started to get to know one another. That preparation established a level of trust and mutual support which became my most significant experience on the Camino. On the last day of walking, as I realized how close we were to completing our task, emotion washed over me. I was overcome with thanksgiving, but not because I was completing a challenging physical task. There was no sense of accomplishment. Joy and sadness were woven together. I had been given the privilege of this amazing time with my fellow pilgrims, and it would soon end. I had experienced the holy gifts of Christian community, and it brought me to tears. (And in case you wonder, this community has the same effect on me.)

But let’s come back to the beginning of the walk. After that day of horrible weather, we woke to clear skies and sunshine. 

Fears forgotten, with joy in our hearts, we each set off on the first day of walking. We did not walk as a group, but soon everyone found others who enjoyed the same pace. And even when we were spread out for miles along the route, 
we often met others as we stopped at cafés or special sights along the way. 

Once our walking began, so did our vigilance. This was not like following the yellow brick road! We had to pay attention to what was going on around us and to watch for the Camino markers which would guide us over the next 72 miles. We had maps, but they did not show every turn and jog in the route.  These markers were our guides, and they came in a variety of forms.

We had also prepared ourselves to be vigilant to experiences of the divine along the way.  Often in our end of day reflections, people would recall moments of experiencing God’s mercy when they got off the path and a kind local would redirect them. 

There were experiences of generosity and love from others, and moments of connection with other pilgrims when we were able to recognize God’s presence. And of course, the beauty of creation surrounded us every day, sometimes in the sunshine, sometimes in the rain

We had discussed the importance of vigilance as a spiritual practice, and it gave a richness and depth to what could have otherwise been just a very long walk. 

It brings to mind that wonderful Advent hymn, “Sleepers Wake, a voice astounds us.” 

We walked through miles of wooded paths, many of them the old Roman trade routes. We walked through quaint towns and villages and along busy highways and through industrial and commercial areas. 

And the food was delightful (as long as you are willing to eat fish and cheese.) This was not the environment for the strict vegan! 

On the last day of walking, rain was our almost constant companion. We had 15 miles to cover and needed to be in Santiago by midafternoon. The Bishop of the Reformed Episcopal Church in Spain was coming from Madrid (a 5 hour train ride) to conduct Eucharist for us. 

We started very early, hours before sunrise, in a constant drizzle, and there was not one complaint or hesitation about the day ahead. We were almost there and we were all in.

Late that afternoon, after we had attended Mass, we finally traversed the last half mile into the plaza of the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela. 

We were a sodden bunch. Cold from sitting in an unheated church, rain continuing to fall, and our Gortex long since giving up its fight against the wet, we stood gazing at the cathedral. Some felt emotional, some impatient for the warm and dry, some just trying to soak in the fact that this time was drawing to an end. 

That night we ate dinner together in a restaurant and I led Evening Prayer right there in the dining room. We had done the Daily Office on the bus, in hotel lobbies, and on the sidewalk before setting off for the day. The discipline of praying together was a meaningful part of our experience and we fit it in whenever we could.

On our last day together we traveled by bus to Finisterra, the most western point in Spain. Here I had the privilege of being the celebrant for our last Eucharist together, outside, and in the rain. But it was a most amazing setting!

And then we watched the sunset, from inside, with a warm drink! 

The next day we all departed Santiago, to begin our real caminos, and to discover what this pilgrimage will reveal to us as we begin processing the experience. I am still discerning the answer to my question of why  I felt led to be a pilgrim, and what I am meant to do with it. But that’s the beauty of pilgrimage, it’s not a tourist’s visit, it’s an exercise in openness and discovery.

Pilgrimage is also journey with both challenge and purpose. And how fitting that today, the first Sunday of Advent, we are invited to begin a pilgrimage into the mystery and the reality of the Christ within each of us. I used to think Advent was about trying to forget that Jesus was born a long time ago so Christmas would be like a big surprise party. It wasn’t until I was in seminary that I really began to understand more about Advent. 

Now I appreciate Advent as a time to intentionally wake up to how Christ comes into my heart every day and to dream of Christ’s coming in great glory in the future. Advent is a mixing of the past, the present, and the future. It’s a mixing of joy and penitence. It is a pilgrimage into one’s own soul. It is an invitation to turn inward and walk around a bit. You do not need to travel to some distant location to experience a pilgrimage, the opportunity is always before us. 
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