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What is pilgrimage?

Pilgrimage is about travelling with others to a special 
place, a place where God may be encountered in a 
special way. The travelling together can be as important 
as the getting there.

The idea of pilgrimage is common to all the major 
faiths. According to John’s Gospel Jesus went as a 
pilgrim to Jerusalem and the psalms were used by 
the pilgrims going up to the temple; Muslims travel 
to Mecca, Medina and Jerusalem; and Christians 
have traditionally travelled to Jerusalem, Santiago de 
Compostela and many other places. Celtic Christians 
were well-known wanderers around these islands and 
across Europe.

The Greek word for a pilgrim means ‘resident alien’ 
and the Letter to the Hebrews talks of Christians being 
‘strangers and pilgrims on the earth’ (Hebrews 11:13). 
Christians have traditionally journeyed to places where  
a special person lived or died. 

At the time of the Protestant Reformation many 
pilgrimage sites were destroyed. More recently, however, 
Christians of all traditions have rediscovered that going 
to a special place, even on a short journey, can help to 
deepen their relationship with God.

One very popular place to visit is the beautiful island of 
Iona off the west coast of Scotland which was the home 
of St Columba and his followers in the sixth century.  
The ancient abbey was rebuilt in the twentieth century 
and is a home to the Iona Community, which has a 
particular emphasis on social justice and environmental 
issues.

The journey to Iona is, for most people, a long one 
involving a train to Oban, a ferry to Mull, and a bus 
to catch another boat across to Iona. The island is 
beautiful and unspoilt. A visit combines history, natural 
wonder, concern for the wider world, and worship.

Experiences of pilgrimage

I work in an Anglican-Methodist partnership in North 
London. These are some of the different kinds of 
pilgrimages we have organised together:

l  An evening pilgrimage locally to St Albans Abbey, 
built on the site of Alban’s martyrdom in the third 
century. When we visited, the building was in  
semi-darkness and we were guided from place  
to place, with opportunities for prayer and 
quietness.

l  A day visit to central London, visiting Wesley’s 
Chapel in the morning and St Paul’s Cathedral for 
evensong where we sat in the choir stalls. We saw 
John Wesley’s house, his grave and the Museum 
of Methodism, as well as sharing in worship in the 
Chapel. The people at Wesley’s Chapel gave us a 
very warm welcome and we shared in lunch together.

l  A three-day pilgrimage to the beautiful village of 
Walsingham in north Norfolk. In the Middle Ages it 
was one of the main Christian pilgrimage sites in 
Europe. You can see the historic remains but also 
visit Anglican, Roman Catholic and Orthodox shrines 
there. 

  The fine Methodist chapel is the oldest in use in 
East Anglia and we used it for our gatherings and 
worship, but stayed at the comfortable Anglican 
shrine. We socialised at the Bull Inn, as generations 
of pilgrims have done before. Getting to know the 
other members of the party is an important part of 
being a pilgrim.

l  An eight-day pilgrimage for thirty people to the Holy 
Land, staying in Tiberias and Bethlehem. Led by 
the Anglican rector and the Methodist minister, the 
group also included Pentecostals, Baptists and a 
Roman Catholic. We shared in worship and prayers 
at all the main biblical sites.



A pilgrimage to the Holy Land

A pilgrimage to the Holy Land can be very hectic as you 
try to fit in as many places as possible, but there were 
many opportunities to pause and reflect. All the pilgrims 
took part in worship at some point, often reading a 
Bible passage in the place where the story was set.  

We also had the opportunity of meeting Palestinian 
Christians and learning more about their situation. 
They are often called the ‘living stones’ as they are the 
resident Christians still living in the holy places.

We had significant times of worship on the Sea of 
Galilee, on its shore where the risen Jesus met 
with Peter; by the River Jordan; in the ‘synagogue 
church’ in Nazareth; in a private part of the Garden 
of Gethsemane; and in the Shepherds’ Fields near to 
Bethlehem to mention a few.

A pilgrimage to the Holy Land develops knowledge and 
understanding of the Bible, helps people to visualise 
how familiar stories happened, and informs people 
about the present political situation in the region. It 
raises issues for the present as well as reminding us  
of the past. 
 
 
 

A final thought ...

There’s a pilgrimage opportunity for everyone: around 
the local churches in an area, in the country or to a 
well-known place in this country or abroad. We all travel 
through life and can mark the stages. A pilgrimage gives 
us an opportunity to think of God as we journey, whether 
for a few hours, or for weeks.

Going further 

l  For a simple guide on pilgrimage, see Sally Welch, 
Making a Pilgrimage (Lion, 2009). For an illustrated 
guide to ‘500 sacred sites’ in Britain, see Nick 
Smith, Britain’s Holiest Places (Lifestyle Press, 
2011). The Methodist Church also has a website 
(www.methodistheritage.org.uk) and a handbook 
giving details of significant Methodist sites.

l   For a wonderful film on the experience of pilgrimage, 
you might like to watch The Way (2011), the story of 
a father’s journey along the Camino de Santiago in 
memory of his son. 

l   If you’re interested in making a pilgrimage, a variety 
of organisations organise group tours, including 
www.paxtravel.co.uk and www.christian-travel.com.

For a range of resources on engaging spiritual practices, 
visit www.deepeningdiscipleship.org.uk.
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