Pilgrimng and Post-noderni sm Connecting with the Cam no
Wt hin

What is it about the Cam no de Santiago that has attracted
so may people in recent years? In 1985 when Paol o Coehlio
wal ked the Cam no, only 400 pilgrins per year arrived in
Santiago. Now, the nunber is over 400 per day and rising. In
part, we have Pope John Paul Il to thank for his fanous
pilgrimge to Santiago for World Youth Day 1989. Also, a
growi ng tourismindustry along the Way has attracted nore
travelers than stereotypical religiously-notivated pilgrimns.
That said, many pilgrins these days have never heard of
JPI'l’s pilgrimge and enbark on the journey for nore than
sinply leisure travel. There is sonething unique about the
Cam no experience. It touches the peregrino with a deep
sense of personal fulfillnment that is not so easily
accessible to the nodern lifestyle. In this essay, | would
like to reflect on ny own experience as a pilgrimon the
Cam no and contrast it with nmy experience as a first-year
medi cal student in New York City to consider why so many
peopl e in contenporary Wstern society are | eaving the
conforts of (typically) urban lives to |live on whatever they
can carry in their nochilas, sleep in often neager al bergues
and eat what sinple neals they are served in cena

conmuni tarias or nenus de peregrino, all to pilgrimto
Santiago de Conpostela. | will show that the Camno culture
has retained a certain connectedness of mnd and body and of
per sonhood and ontol ogi cal order characteristic of nedieval
times that has been | argely abandoned in post-nobdern society
where such reconnection is no | onger so easily accessible in
our typical urbanized Western |ifestyle.

To start, ny own experience. My wife and I first set food
wi th our packs on our backs headi ng west from Lourdes j ust
14 days after our marriage in Houston, TX. It was a journey
we had wanted to take together since we first net, those
days when | was a Hi spanic studies major at Rice University
studyi ng Spain’s history and she was taking Spani sh | anguage
cl asses. Also at this tinme, ny wife (then girlfriend) and |
were in the process of conversion to the Catholic faith, a
conversion that would not just bring us together in our
shared devotion to the Church but also in our |ove for one
anot her. The Camino represented to us —early Catholic
converts and students with considerable contact with

Eur opean hi story—an opportunity for encounter, with the
history of Christianity, other pilgrinms who share in this
age-old tradition and the Divine who is present in many
forms al ong the Way. Before enbarking on the Cam no,
however, we had a considerable trial ahead of us: our year

| ong waiting period of engagenent and of geographi cal
separation as she finished her studies in Houston while I
began nedi cal school in New York. Medical school cane as a
shock to my social and psychological equilibrium It is
ironic that in one of the world s nost popul ated cities,



wi th sonme 90, 000 people per square mle, | could never have
felt nmore alone. My nornings were spent with ny eyes gl ued
to Power Point screens as lecturers rattled off their
expertise in scientific subject matter. Meals were spent
alone in ny room Evenings were spent in the library
basenment studying for our weekly tests. Wth the added
stress, | was sl eeping poorly and often had to resort to
medi cati ons.

In cones the contrast wwth the Camno. Wth the conpany of
my wife and the continued personal contact with fell ow
peregrinos, | could not have felt nore in solidarity with ny
fellow brethren than in the tiny, sparsely popul at ed puebl os
in Northern Spain that line the Way. What’'s nore, the beauty
of creation was nmuch nore apparent in our first-hand views
of the Pyrenees, the plains of Castilla or the Hlls of
Galicia, and other natural beauties one sees while hiking.
Meal s were no | onger alone but in cena conunitarias.

Eveni ngs were spent in personal reflection. Best of all, |
had never slept better in ny life. The stark contrast in
experience (between living in New York for the first tine
and hi king on the Cam no) has pronpted nme to investigate
what is it about the Camno that is so conducive towards
such a sense of whol eness and wel | - bei ng?

According to an article in Harvard Revi ew of Psychiatry,
several social trends in post-nodern society have been
inmplicated with increasing nental instability,® which on the
Cam no, in ny experience, have not perneated its distinct
nmedi eval character. The first is that in post-nodern society
peopl e “ are becom ng increasingly detached and di senbedded
fromtraditional institutions, including the extended
famly, religious congregations, trade unions and | ocal
communities” that fornerly provided “fellowship, neaning
and identity to life.” Now, the de-coupling of the

i ndi vidual fromthese structures is posited to destabilize
“ontological security” that “is considered a precursor to
generic psychological well-being.” Pilgrimmng serves as a
sort of re-coupling of this broken connection, as pilgrins’
encounters with each other are bound by a deep solidarity in
their joint purpose to reach Santi ago.

Second, and closely linked to the individualization of post-
nodern society is the destabilization of fixed social roles.
It has been argued that in post-nobdern society, self-
identity “no longer predefined by traditional cultural,
famlial and religious roles” many people feel “ an
overwhel m ng inperative to actively search for, find and

cul tivate nmeani ngful social roles and unique self-identities
out of the protean nmass of post-nodern society, all using
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their owmn initiative.” Such a conflict has been postul ated
to underlie today’s " pseudoculture of consunerism” that is
“consi dered a nal adaptive antidote to existenti al
alienation and | oss of conmunity” because it does not
provi de true nmeani ng of purpose that it seeks to recover.
The identity of the pilgrim on the other hand, does not
typically demand such intense psychol ogical effort to
cultivate when their only tasks are to wal k, sleep and eat.
We are general ly unencunbered by the nyriad of often

anxi ety-produci ng options that we nust face in post-nodern
society, a reality nade clear to nme when the barrage of

deci sions we had to nmake on our “ descanso” in Lebdn—what
restaurant to eat at, nuseuns to visit and where to sleep—
cane as a shock to ny peaceful equilibriumof the daily
pilgrimroutine.

Third, it has been noted that the extrene future orientation
of post-nodern society which views ancestral tradition as
“Pronmethian fetters rather than guiding lights” may *“ | ead
to an increase in despair and anxiety.” Psychol ogi ca
studi es have shown that “comunities with a strong sense of
cultural continuity spanning, past, present and future have
| ow or absent rates of serious nental illness.” Such
continuity is deeply part of the Cam no experience. | am
rem nded of a homly during Mass at la Ermta de Nuestra
Sefiora de | a Pefia in Tosantos where the Priest conpared the
experience of El Cam no the parable of the treasure chest in
Mat t hew where just as Jesus conpared the Kingdomof God to
that which is valuable in an old treasure chest, so too the
pilgrimis imrersed in a path of mllenary churches and
hospitals and artifacts fromwhich to | earn and draw

rel evance to their lives today.

Fourth and finally, whereas the stress and pressure of
working life in Western society often is conducive towards a
sedentary lifestyle believed to underlie many rising chronic
di seases, the work of a pilgrimis inextricably linked to

t he physical |abor the journey entails. This necessity makes
daily exercise essential, conferring the many health
benefits that cone with it (except of course with the added
cost of anmpollas and occasional ankle injuries). Also, the
physi cal | abor of such an endeavor fosters a certain sense
of conpl eteness, for having not sinply wal ked but wal ked
with a purpose. A certain connection of mnd and body
pervades the culture of the Way, one which has renmai ned from
medi eval culture. Even the Hotel de Los Reyes Catolicos in
Santiago did not only serve as a hostel for pilgrinms seeking
spiritual healing but also as a nedical hospital for those
wi th physical ailnents.

Now four nonths post-Camino as | settle back into life in
New York City, the contrast with nodern |ife has becone nore
apparent. The |eather bracelet | brought from Santiago is
weat hering, and the pictures we took and scrapbook we nade



have found a confortable place on the shelf above ny
conput er desk. |I'm back to studying for nost of the
afternoons. Social contact with ny friends is not as
regular. And I’mnot able to exercise |ike we did every day
along the Way. Yet the “fl echa” enblemon ny bracel et

rem nds nme each day that life is different after the Cam no
The physical Cam no has brought renewed light inny life to
the “Camno a dentro, ” or Camino within, that the Pastor
of la Iglesia de Santiago Real rem nded the pilgrinms of on
t he Feast Day of Santiago. That is “El Camino” wthin that
gui des us even now in our hectic nodern lives to true peace
and healing within, until we are pilgrins in this life no
nor e.
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