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The sorrows of death surrounded me, the sorrow of hell encompassed me:
and in my affliction I called upon the Lord,
and He heard my voice from His holy Temple.
Psalms 17:5-7

Chapter 1
Entry #1:
My father’s death spurred me to take a pilgrimage that I had wanted to do, but put
off for several years. This is the story of that resolution.
Entry #2:
I toyed with the idea of making this a journal, but finally concluded that entries by
date would be annoying. I decided rather to simply make numbered entries whenever
time allowed and the spirit moved me. I would divide chapters by major movements or
changes of theme.
Actually, if I had followed a date method, it would have proven embarrassing.
Today is February 13th (Ash Wednesday). So, in the first 44 days of this year, I am only
now making my second entry.
As thunderstruck as I was by my father’s death and as committed as I am about
taking this pilgrimage, what is it that makes it so hard for me to commit to my resolution
and take the time to develop and work at it? Why is something important today and
virtually meaningless tomorrow? Is there something different about the world today that
makes focusing so arduous? Why can so many relatively inconsequential things occupy
so much of my time and the consequential ones be ignored?
I don’t believe that I am unique in this respect. Judging by the failures of so many
New Year’s resolutions, I suspect that such lack of focus and commitment is more the
norm than the exception. But again, why? If putting first things first is as important as
we all know it to be, then why can’t we do it? Is it evil that tempts us away from it? Is it
a weakness of character that eschews the sacrifice and struggle? Perhaps the fretting
about such things is really a waste of time and that all we can do is simply persevere no
matter how large or small the gains.
Notwithstanding my limited writings, I have made some progress towards the
pilgrimage. I found the website for the pilgrimage. It is called the Pilgrimage for
Restoration and will be held in September. The cost is not prohibitive, but considering
the travel, lodgings and food for my entire family, it will not be cheap either. I hope I can
afford it. My son, Stephen, and I have begun walking to get in shape for this event. It
looks as though we will be walking between 20 and 30 miles a day for 2 days and then 5
to 10 miles on the final day. We camp out each night. It will be quite challenging. My
wife and daughters plan to stay in a hotel for the first two days and will join us on the last
day of the pilgrimage.

It all ends with a Mass at the Shrine of the North American Martyrs. For me, it is
just beginning and I wonder if I will be able to do it…or even if I will stay committed to
doing it at all. How terrifying is commitment, how lonely is dedication, how trying is
perseverance and how misunderstood is sacrifice. St. Isaac Jogues, pray for us!
Entry #3:
Stephen and I have walked only a handful of times in preparation for the
pilgrimage later this year. We will have to get much more serious if we want to be in
shape for the many miles of walking through the mountains. Our longest trek so far has
been a mere six miles. Still, for being only 10 years old, Stephen has done extremely
well.
There is something simple and wonderful about a walk with a dear companion. I
have found a new appreciation for our Lord’s command, sending the apostles out two-bytwo. Walking and talking, what a joy!
Maybe it is just that bond between father and son, but Stephen has proven a
wonderful companion indeed. He jokes and has his boyish moments, but he also inquires
about deep things and is remarkably philosophical. I learn a lot from him.
On our walk the other day, I was reminded of
Aristotle’s method of “teaching”, where he would
simply walk with his student through the gardens of his
academy. Somehow engaging the body in a light
exertion seems to free the mind to take in varied
subjects simultaneously. It is as if the removal of focus
on a book or an equation allows the brain to reach
wider and deeper and with greater desire.
I thought by taking this pilgrimage I would learn
something of the supernatural. And I am sure that I
will. But already this pilgrimage preparation has taught
me many wonderful things about the natural joy of the
outdoors and the sweet nature of familial love. So if
walking and talking with another can bring about such
closeness of heart, mind and body, why do we so often
walk (or drive) alone?
Entry #4:

I walked alone today. In fact, it was the furthest I have walked so far, around 8
miles.
There is a great difference between walking with a friend and walking alone…
some good, some bad. I missed the companionship and the walk felt more like a job.
But it allowed for a concentrated meditation.
Being alone has never bothered me. At least not noticeably to me. In fact, I
believe I have always “walked” more alone than with others, not feeling, in large
measure, that I fit in with the world around me. But today, I realized I was never alone
before now. Previously there was this strength that underlie me, a person, a help, a fan…
my father.
I strive to be grateful to those around me, but I wonder if I ever fully expressed
my gratitude towards my dad. We’ve all had that experience when something close by,
something familiar is gone and how we then appreciate all that it was before then. Dad
was …and this may sound strange…a footstool. Always available, but unobtrusive. He
supported me whenever I needed him. He lifted me up. He gave me a seat. He was the
base upon which all my striving commenced. He enabled me to go higher without ever
detracting from the endeavor.
Today, I discovered that the footstool was gone. No longer would it lift me up in
this realm, but it still sustained me somehow from the next. It seemed to beckon me to
take my place as the footstool to my children. Could I measure up? And what things
now are beyond my reach without my lifelong, up-lifting father?
Indeed, walking alone is different.
Chapter 2
Entry #5:
When this year started and I committed to making this pilgrimage, I never
suspected that anything would get in the way. Sure, I knew we would have some hiccups
along the way, but I never imagined what did get in the way: Everything!
Stephen began complaining about having to walk so often to get in shape. We
both developed some hot-spots and blisters. Walking long distances takes a lot of time
and scheduling was difficult. It was hot. We got rained on and nearly run over by
passing cars. The initial excitement wore off and we got busy with other things. I
walked alone more often…then not at all.

Then the doubt and anxiety came. Why am I doing this? What’s the point? It is
going to cost too much. I don’t know what I am doing. Don’t know if I can do it. Is it
worth it?
I even stopped writing this memoir. It got to the point that I was paralyzed with
doubt, fear, anger, frustration, lack of vision and loss of desire. Quite simply, I wasn’t
sure if I would go on with the commitment. I started to think of doing less or substituting
some other “penance” for my father’s soul. I was lost and immobilized.
I remember checking the pilgrimage’s website, which though chocked full of
information, is a maze of confusion. My fears deepened.
I called the event organizer for some direction. I didn’t mention my fears per se,
but was trying to get details on how all of this was going to get accomplished. His
“advice” was the exact opposite of what I wanted. I was seeking details on what to bring,
how to get there, what transportation was available…I wanted a PLAN to give me some
sense of control at a time when everything seemed out of control. He offered these
words: “The thing is, you just want to leave everything behind, come and pray.”
I was not comforted. In fact, I was agitated, further frustrated and ready to forget
the whole thing.
My wife and I had a discussion around this time. I told her all my worries.
Explained to her that I didn’t know what I was doing, couldn’t get direction from the
website or the organizer, thought it was going to cost too much….and so on.
My wife is supportive, practical and wise. I don’t know if she ever supported or
understood my desire to go on this pilgrimage, but she stood by me on the decision.
Now, she had to try and rehabilitate me in my doubts. Regarding costs, she said that it
was not necessary for her and the girls to go. This would cut down on the expenses
dramatically. She also suggested that I call someone else to help me with the planning
details. Then, she stated the obvious: “And you don’t have to go, but I thought you
really wanted to.”
It was now up to me.
Entry #6:
I had committed to going on this pilgrimage. I had told many people of that
commitment…probably to have them prod me along…and now I was consumed with
fears, doubts and frustrations.
Perhaps the fear of commitment stems from an irrational worry of everything in
the unknown. It is like we envision ourselves instantaneously shifting from one way of

being and taking on a completely new one whether we like it (or whether we can handle
it) or not. In truth, it is not like that at all. Rather, it is simply a choice, a new path or
even a short diversion from the one we are on, that beckons us because of its goodness.
But at work was something else too: Temptation. A priest once told me that “if it
doesn’t bring you peace, it is not from God.” I was wracked with a lack of peace and it
was definitely from the devil. I had made a decision to do something for God and my
father’s soul. Why was I now so scared to walk that path? There was nothing
insurmountable. I was willing and able. And what cost is too much or effort too difficult
for such a noble enterprise? It was praying and meditating on these ideas that allowed me
to re-commit and focus my attention on continuing my pilgrimage.
I called a person that I knew was going on the pilgrimage and who had gone
before. He told me that it was a bit over-whelming the first time (he had forgotten the
many obstacles). However, his counsel was so simple and direct, like “Well, you are
going to need some food for the hike, like….” or “Google best hiking clothes…” that I
was almost ashamed at my earlier feelings of helplessness.
They say that “God helps them that help themselves.” Surely I was not helpless,
could do my part and rely on God to do the rest. Faith restored my peace and I was ready
to take BOTH treks: The preparation for the pilgrimage and the pilgrimage itself.
Deo gratias!
Entry #7:
It was hot today. On some stretches of the road it was searing, stifling,
sweltering. Sweat poured from our bodies and water did not cool us down. We looked,
hoped and prayed for a cloud to pass over to give us a moment of shade. No such luck.
Something strange takes place when you endure a long walk in the burning sun.
Eventually you come to accept it and, paradoxically, experience joy as you approach the
end.
Life becomes very simple at that moment. You are in a battle, the elements are
beating you down and all you can do is take step after step after step. You might even
forget your purpose, but you haven’t lost your end. Each step after step after step brings
you closer to that end and the sweat becomes a badge of honor.
I know this sounds like I am glorifying these walks and elevating them to the
status of great battles. That is not my intent. But there is a conquest going on, the
conquest of one’s spirit over one’s body. But though we are subjecting the body, we
don’t despise it because it is that very body, those weary legs and burning back, that

caries us on to the end. But if the legs could vote, they would vote “no”. Rather, it is the
spirit, either your own or that of your walking-mate, that drives you home.
And there is a third Spirit at work then…for after all, this is a pilgrimage.
Entry #8:
The total distance of the pilgrimage is 62 miles. This is walked over three days.
Preparing for that task is daunting.
As part of our training, Stephen and I decided to walk 10 miles. Our thinking was
that 10 miles probably represented the most that the group will walk at any one time
before a break. We’ll find out if that holds true.
Walking ten miles is a long way in distance and duration. Most people probably
drive 50 miles a day and think nothing of it. But hop in a car and measure out 10 miles
on the odometer and I think you will be surprised at the distance. Walking that distance
is even more surprising.
At just a moderate pace it takes nearly 3 hours to walk 10 miles. And if there is
something that can ache on your body, it probably will-the back, the knees, the legs, the
feet, headaches…you name it, you’ll probably get it.
I expected that Stephen, in his youth,
would shrug off the arduousness with a “This is
easy, Dad!” But that didn’t happen. He got
blisters, had heat issues and other bodily aches.
I had back aches, tingling fingers, rubbery legs
along with the heat issues and hot-spots on the
feet. If youth offered any consolation it was
probably in a faster recovery time. Still, young
or old this pilgrimage promised to be a
challenge.
Curiously though, on this practice run
the issue of age just faded into meaninglessness.
Neither of us sought refuge in it. We had a goal
of walking 10 miles and when one of us got
down or tired, the other would offer
encouragement to continue.
A mutual help society of pilgrims where age, time, distance and disability fade
into one thing: Charity for each other.

Perhaps 10 miles is not long enough.
Entry #9:
A lot is wrong in the world today. It is easy to focus on the many evils that are
seemingly causing a world-wide, societal breakdown. Lord forgive me for the times that
I’ve despaired!
But an interesting thing happened to me during my training for the pilgrimage: I
re-discovered the goodness of America, the goodness of people, my neighbors.
Perhaps it was just the pathetic image we cast, a sweat-soaked father and son
walking along the highway, but nearly every time that we went out to train for the
pilgrimage, one or more people in cars passing by would stop and ask if we needed help
or a ride.
This was not some isolated event. It was a regular occurrence and, on several
days, it happened numerous times. I think on one day we were asked by the drivers of 5
passing cars if we needed help.
I guess I just assumed that everyone would know that we were exercising.
Perhaps we looked more desperate than I imagine (do I need new clothes?)! Or again,
maybe it was people’s hearts going out to a dad and his boy that they assumed had a
vehicle breakdown somewhere. Whatever the reason, the conclusion is the same: there
are lots of kind-hearted souls out there ready to help their fellow man.
The benefits and dividends of this pilgrimage are beginning to grow beyond what
I could have imagined.
Entry #10:
Stephen and I continued our training today. We walked five miles.
Frankly, I felt enticed to just keep walking forever. Something about being
outside, seeing the blue sky, feeling the sun on my back and breathing the fresh air made
me want to disappear from the world.
This was not some hippie, eco-freak elevation of nature to the throne of God, but
rather a simple appreciation of the beauty of His creation. Plus, these walks, though
painful and hot and arduous, are a refreshing escape from the anxieties of modern, daily
living.

I’ve found that sweating and struggling outdoors simplifies life to its essence.
And nature, that capricious sister of ours, as Chesterton once called her, can be both a
delightful companion or a terrifying interloper. I have experienced her in both modes.
But today, she called me, beckoned me to love her more thoroughly than I ever
have before. She was so sweet and serene that to see her was to love her and to struggle
towards her was to rest!
Entry # 11:
Someone once said, “It’s all about the gear!” I have to admit that as I’ve
purchased the items necessary to go on the pilgrimage (which necessarily involves hiking
and camping out at night), I have gotten very excited. Like a kid in a candy store really.
Today, I went for a short walk with my new hiking shoes to start breaking them
in. The shoes and padded socks are great, very comfortable and supportive. I believe
they will make the walks more enjoyable by relieving some of the bodily aches.
We also received our quick-setup tent today. After a quick read of the instructions and
one practice run, Stephen and I were able to set up the tent in less than two minutes. This
will come in handy after a day full of walking. I’m sure the last thing we will want to do
is spend a lot of time erecting our shelter. This tent goes up quick and packs away just as
easily. It should make our evenings and mornings much better with less work.
After leaving the Army, I thought I would never want to sleep out in the field
again…and for many years, I have not. But this trip, this holy endeavor, makes sleeping
under God’s heaven the only appropriate means of travel. I am looking forward to doing
so.
Entry #12:
“When you get old, what do you want to get sick and die of,” my son asked me
today on our walk.
I laughed and said, “Happiness!” Then I quickly added “grace” and said that
maybe I could become “full of grace” and get assumed into heaven like the Blessed
Mother. Stephen shot back, “Don’t count on it!”
“Too late for me, huh,” I asked. “Yes,” he teased back.
But what a goal. Most times we treat of death in a fearful and foreboding manner,
but what if we did seek to die of happiness, contented and grace-filled by a saintly life.
Of course it is possible, but how many times do we settle for less and vindicate such
actions with “Well, I’m only human.”

A pilgrimage is a religiously inspired trip. It is in microcosm what our life is in
reality and totality: A trek from fallen nature to glory. The end is beatitude, happiness in
the presence of God. I hope I die of happiness and grace.
Entry #13:
As the trip date approaches some of my anxieties have returned. I guess I am not
too keen on traveling anymore. Plus a new problem has arisen: I am tired all the time.
Some of this may have to do with our schedule getting busier now that school has
started. We homeschool our children and to get it all done, plus work and normal
household upkeep, makes for an early rise and a long day. So my motivation to go on my
training walks has waned…or at least my enthusiasm for them. Lately it has been a
struggle to remember the goal and end of this holy endeavor and work towards it.
However, we have done so.
We also spent the night out in the new tent to see how well it will work for our
purposes. As for shelter purposes, it will be fine. As for an old man sleeping on the
ground…we’ll have to see if the body holds up! Perhaps absolute fatigue will win out
and allow me to sleep on the roughest of ground. The pilgrimage is less than a month
away and we’ll find out soon enough.
Entry #14:
Do you ever wonder if the devil can keep pulling strings until he finally gets the
one that bothers or tempts you? He tries anxiety, frustration, boredom, dryness,
procrastination, sloth…you name it, he has the trick that has you drinking the poison.
This is especially true when one tries to do a good deed or holy thing.
Preparing for this pilgrimage has not been hard in any sense we normally think ofphysical, mental or material, but it has been a strain spiritually. Looking back, I see that
more clearly now and know that my preparation in that area has been the most lacking.
In short, I haven’t prayed enough, have not spent enough time with our Lord in the
Eucharist and haven’t offered my sacrifices nor sought grace through confession enough.
I have gone into a spiritual battle unarmed. Thank God, He has carried me through
nonetheless.
As the pilgrimage approaches, I will re-dedicate myself to the spiritual nature of
this journey and say daily the prayer that was recommended to us by the coordinators of
the event:
My Lord and my God,
take from me whatever keeps me from Thee.

My Lord and my God,
grant me whatever brings me to Thee.
My Lord and my God,
take my self to live wholly in Thee.
Amen!
Entry #15:
I know it is cliché, but I have thought of my father every day since his death. I
miss him and regularly speak to him. I pray to God that my sacrifices are going to the
remission of his sins. I also hope that if he has been freed from purgatory that he now
looks down with happiness upon this endeavor and asks God to bless our family with
peace and love.

Entry #16:
I walked alone today and got in about 6 miles.
I don’t know why, but I couldn’t get the biblical story of Lot out of my head.
Something about the implosion of my country has me wondering if the best thing I can do
is simply walk away. It is not as though I have not made any efforts to right the wrongs
of our society or to stand for morality. However, the more I try, the more frustrated I
become and the less success there is. It’s almost as though God is saying, “Leave it to
me, son.”
This is just one more reason why this pilgrimage, the “pilgrimage of restoration”,
is so important. Perhaps our prayers and sacrifices can accomplish what our hearts
desire:
“Come Holy Ghost, fill the hearts of Your faithful and enkindle in them the fire of
Your Love.”
Entry #17:
New temptations have arisen. This pilgrimage preparation is costing me lots of
time and money. Nothing extravagant, mind you, but considering how precious my time
and money are, it is a pinch.
The temptation is simply this: Is this the best use of your time and money?

Now, if I were to ask myself if there was anything more important than spending
time and money in an effort to love God more, the answer would be simple: Of course
not! But the accuser rather says such sly things as, “Well, that money would sure be
better spent on things for your family,” or “With all the world’s problems, do you think
you should just be walking every afternoon?” and finally, “What difference is all of this
going to make? You are wasting your time!”
In short, every plan that a man has for God will be undermined incessantly by the
devil in hopes of an eventual capitulation. I am hard-headed and determined enough to
continue on, but the preternatural bombardment is not without its effect. I have doubts. I
grow weary. I am anxious. My joy recedes.
I know I must redouble my prayers, sacrifices and time spent with our Lord, but
even that seems difficult…and brings on more accusations!
Truly pilgrims must pray for pilgrims! We have to fortify one another, encourage
each other in the fight and rest in the sure knowledge that He has gone before us.
My father loved a mission, an objective to take on and complete. I hope he is
praying for me to have the fortitude to see this mission through…and well done.
Entry #18:
In the last few years of my father’s life, he didn’t speak as much as before. Until
today, I believed it was the “grouchy old man” syndrome, but now I know it was
something else. That “something” is something which I will have even less ability to
convey than he did. Let’s call it the wisdom knot.
In short, the wisdom knot is that condition where everything you know,
everything you feel, every experience you’ve had points you to one conclusion, but the
person to whom you are speaking simply can not receive your message….hence you
remain silent.
It’s not that you don’t care enough to explain it. Nor is it that the recipient
doesn’t care enough to hear it, but rather that there is no bridge, no connection between
the two people wherein true understanding is possible. The older (usually) person has to
suffer in their wisdom. The younger (usually) person has to suffer with their lack of
knowledge or experience. And never the twain shall meet.
It is a long road we walk on our lifetime pilgrimage. Sadly…no, not “sadly”, just
as a matter of fact…the one at the end of the walk has no way of offering a short cut to
any on the beginning of that path.
Entry #19:

I don’t know what pilgrims of old did, but I am pretty certain they didn’t pack like
we feel compelled to do. Here we are a few days before the pilgrimage and I almost want
to quit just to avoid packing.
We’re traveling LIGHT and still it is a monumental effort of mind and matter. Do
we have lunch for Saturday? Where are you keeping your flashlight? Did you wrap your
clothes in a water-proof bag? Why bring a poncho…I’m not Hispanic? What flashlight?
Should I bring 3 or 4 pair of underwear? Can’t we just wear the same thing every day?
And on and on and on…
I need to look up the patron saint of headaches, anxiety and frustration! Maybe I
can pack their prayer cards too?!?
Entry #20:
Well, tomorrow we leave. We fly over 2,000 miles to walk 60 miles to then turn
around and fly 2,000 miles back home.
Frankly, it makes no sense when stated so plainly. How impractical it is to do
such a thing! But love is impractical, isn’t it? And who would say that love makes no
sense?
Only a fool would say that it was nonsensical for God to love so much as to create
beings who, with His full knowledge, could (and would) reject Him…only to sacrifice
Himself to bring them back to Love.
Faith, hope and love are these wildly impractical motives that prove themselves to
be the only sure and true impulses we have. Further, perhaps it is the modern
preoccupation with efficiency and practicality that makes us so blind to the One who
could truly satisfy our longings.
I will go to my father’s grave today to tell him goodbye before I embark on this
trip. I will hope that my prayers and sacrifices go to the remission of his sins. To an
outsider this may seem a wild bit of fantasy OR an ignorant act of superstition. To me it
will be the greatest act of love I can give him…and my Lord.
Truly how wonderful it is to leave the temporal life of mundane practicality for
the spiritual life of heavenly love.
Chapter 3
Entry #21:

I hate traveling. I haven’t always, but the more our country devolves into a police
state , the more I detest it.
An airport is the closest a human can approximate feeling like a cow-corrals,
branding, and herding. The only thing that keeps it from being completely dehumanizing is the occasional good person that you encounter who, through a friendly
smile or helping hand, makes the experience bearable.
Now this is not to say that we don’t resemble cows. As I lugged in my nearly 50
pound sack, I did indeed feel like a beast of burden!
Did I mention that we packed too much?
Entry # 22:
The first lessons of the pilgrimage are two-fold.
First, we are all “strangers in a strange land.” Second, because of this alienation,
we seek to help one another when seeing them in need.
Only God could devise such a mysterious and wonderful paradox-in feeling so
alone and knowing others must feel the same way, we desire to comfort them to make
them feel at home.
Pilgrims are kind wayfarers sharing joys and pains, prayers and playfulness.
Entry #23:
In all of life’s diversity and individuality, the faith, the Eucharist, binds us
together.

Entry #24:
Make no mistake about it, a pilgrimage is hard. Once again, it is life in miniature.
It starts off with excitement, anticipation and a bit of trepidation. After a short period of
youth-like enthusiasm, it slowly turns to the regularity of pace after pace. There are hard
times like steep hills and joyous moments of repast and fellowship.
Day 1 we walked 21 miles. Stephen managed it remarkably-no injuries and hardly
an ache until the very end. I did not fare as well. By 2 p.m. I was blistered pretty badly.
By the last break at 4:30, my legs just didn’t seem like they could go on.
Stephen encouraged me and I wanted to go on especially for him. As we
embarked on the final 2 hours hike, all I could do was pray in unison with the other
pilgrims and grimace as I put each foot down. I stared at the Cross at the front of our
column.
I thought of my father, whose soul was the intention of my pilgrimage, and I
found a new strength. I remembered him on his deathbed inaudibly mouthing the Rosary.
I marveled how the Faith is our hope and our salvation. He prayed through his trial as I
now was praying through mine.

I tried to communicate this thought to Stephen, but began to cry. He reached out
and held my hand.
We finished out day 1 together.
Entry #25:
The pilgrimage as an organization is a massive operation with plans for moving
gear, providing water and restrooms en route and offering Masses, spiritual counseling
and confessions throughout. There are even nurses to care for blistered feet and other
ailments.
On the first night I went to have my blisters cared for. After sitting in the chair
for a moment and having one blister bandaged, I began to feel very dizzy. I ducked my
head between my legs to try to get some blood to circulate to no avail. I got queasy and
wanted to go lay down. I got up and started for an empty table across the pavilion. I just
reached the table when I blacked out.
When I woke up, I was lying on the ground with a busted lip. I was groggy and
diaphoretic. The nurses were interviewing me.
Within a few minutes, I was feeling much better. I glanced at Stephen and gave
him a thumbs up. He looked relieved.
An ambulance was called and the paramedics evaluated me. I refused to go to the
hospital. I was told NOT to continue the pilgrimage the next day. The walking part of
my pilgrimage was over. I would have to wait and see what lessons would come and in
what ways in this new version of my pilgrimage.
Stephen wanted to continue the pilgrimage with our brigade. Though it pained
me that we couldn’t go on together, I encouraged him to do so. I did not want to deprive
him of the accomplishment. Sadly, I could not now help him along the way.
Entry #26:
The pilgrimage director confided to me that the nurse’s theory of my problem last
night was probably cardiac-likely a blockage around the heart. I hope not and will have
to go see the doctors when I get home.
I went to confession and cried out inarticulate sins. The priest, so kind,
encouraged me and determined that the pains I described were not caused by sin, but by
temptation. He suggested more regular, more fervent acts of devotion to our Lord and
our Lady. He told me to reject the demonic manipulations of my feelings and to rest in
the Goodness that I knew.

I went to Mass and received Holy Communion. May the Sacred Heart of Jesus
heal my heart-physically, spiritually and emotionally.
Entry #27:
The pilgrims set off on day 2 of their trek while I, and a handful of other injured
people, remained behind in camp. Camp life is boring. It is a bit like being home sick
from school, wanting to go outside to play, but knowing that all your playmates are in
class.
I helped out where I could in striking the current campsite and moving to the next.
I hitched a ride to the next campground. We recited a Rosary on the ride over.
The camp director asked a religious sister and me to watch over the younger
pilgrims that remained behind in camp. It was not much of a job since the kids were
generally well-behaved and respectful.
I took a shower and passed some more time setting up the tent and securing our
gear. This would make Stephen’s return less burdensome. The sister and I organized a
schedule for praying for the pilgrims. We thought that uniting our prayers with their
efforts would be beneficial.
I was most impressed with the handful of people, in particular three young ladies,
who set up camp and prepared for the pilgrims’ return. These ladies worked tirelessly to
create the new “home” that would receive the weary wayfarers later that night. There
was never a moments rest for them and they bore it with such sweet dispositions. I don’t
know if the walking pilgrims fully appreciated the commitment and devotion of the
support staff, but truly the pilgrimage would not have been possible without them.
Entry #28:
Around 4:30 p.m. on the second day’s hike, Stephen developed a rash on his
lower legs. The brigadier, a fine religious brother acting in loco parentis for me, decided
to send Stephen back to camp. Though Stephen was a bit disappointed, he was happy to
be reunited with his dad…and his dad with him! Plus, he got to experience the very real
and human condition of injury, pain and convalescence that was the plight of the rest of
the camp-bound.
Entry #29:
Early on in the pilgrimage, we were challenged with finding our fundamental sin,
that deep, dark failing that was likely the cause of habitual transgressions or that was
keeping us from higher sanctity.

I don’t know if mine is a strange or typical case, but, for the life of me, I could not
name that SIN. For years I had been sitting on what I might call a “spiritual plateau”. I
prayed regularly, partook of the sacraments and, sadly, kept fighting the same old sins. I
knew there was something missing, that I had higher to go and holier ways to acquire, but
I did not know how. I recognized the deficiency…was even tormented by it…but I could
not figure or root it out.
Now this challenge rang in my ears. What is this fundamental sin? Do I have
one? How can it hide so deeply within me? Or is it me? Am I imagining this? Is it my
temperament? Is it simply the flesh warring with the spirit?
Now God’s grace, through the Sacraments and this pilgrimage, was breaking the
log jam. My earlier “crying confession” had centered on a great longing of mine to love
and be loved. It seemed to me that charity had grown cold. It was easy to blame others
for this condition, but I could see my own culpability in it.
Questions formed in my mind: Why was love so barren? Could not a lack of
charity be overcome by a simple act of the will? And, if indeed, seeds of love were being
planted by these acts of the will, what was stunting their growth, keeping them from
flowering into a full-fledged, Christian society?
God is Love…and He was calling me to…what?
He blessed me with that meditation.
Entry #30:
A pilgrimage is not nirvana. Though a holy endeavor and somewhat a retreat
from the world, it is hardly without its trials, problems, difficulties or torments. How can
it be otherwise when there are faulty and frail human beings involved?
“What is man that thou art mindful of him? Or the son of man that thou visitest
him? Thou hast made him a little less than the angels, thou hast crowned him with glory
and honour: And hast set him over the works of thy hands. Thou hast subjected all things
under his feet…” Psalms 8:5-8.
If only we acted “little less than the angels” with “glory and honor.”
Entry #31:

I don’t intend this to be an apologia pro vita sua nor a detraction from others.
However, I am going to discuss the characteristics of two leaders of the pilgrimage that I
encountered. I am hopeful that the significance of this discussion will become apparent
in later entries.
The pilgrimage is run is a quasi-military fashion. We are the Church Militant
after all. The pilgrims are separated into brigades, each with their own patron saint,
motto and banner. A brigadier takes charge of each brigade and is responsible for the
physical, mental and spiritual well-being of his charges. Each brigade is a brotherhood,
helping one another along in the struggles of the trek.
On my pilgrimage, God put before me two leaders, decidedly different, that
helped me come to some insight of my fundamental sin.
The first leader, we’ll call Larry, was the model leader. He was a strong but
caring man. He had a deep spirituality and devotion to our Lady. He was disciplined,
courageous, committed, approachable, charitable and enthusiastic. Larry expected much
from “his men” while fostering a spirit of esprit de corps and Christian charity towards
each other. Larry challenged us to seek the great prize that is sanctity and beatitude, then
showed us the way, encouraged us along it and helped us when we tired or fell. Larry
was a great leader.
Sadly, our second leader, whom we’ll call George, was not. George did not seem
to understand one principle of good leadership. He was smug, condescending and, as
such, irritating. He never followed the chain of command, often countermanded orders,
put people at odds and generally exasperated folks. George didn’t seem to trust people to
get their job done so he constantly went behind them or re-inserted himself into issues to
the great consternation of the people involved. George was a…frustrating leader.
There was a moment when I literally wanted to take George by the collar, run him
up against a wall and punch him in the face. Mea culpa!
But there was something that these two leaders shared: The Faith. Both men are,
in fact, Christian gentlemen. Both are deeply devoted to the Church, understand the
value of prayer, penance, fasting and pilgrimage. Both are children of God. And both
became His instruments in helping me to discover a significant, personal failing: True
obedience and docility of spirit.
God has His ways.
Entry #32:

After spending the whole day in camp Saturday, I wanted to resume the hike on
Sunday. I felt great and the enthusiasm of the last day had me energized. Stephen urged
me on too.
After breakfast, the pilgrimage director, Mr. Greg Lloyd, approached me and,
presuming that I was not going to walk that day, began to ask me to help with camp
duties again.
“I am going to walk today,” I interjected.
“Who okayed that?” he asked.
“I did,” I responded. Then, I added, “Look Greg, I feel fine. If I begin to feel bad
during the hike, I will hop on a van, head to camp and call it a day.”
He paused and then looked at me and said, “You’re a man under authority, right?”
I clinched my jaw in aggravation. However knowing that he was enunciating the
first principle of Catholic social justice, I barked back, “Of course!”
“Then, I don’t think you should go today,” he began, then either sensing my
growing irritation or having a wise reconsideration, he said, “But, if one of the nurses
signs off on your fitness to walk, then you can go. Otherwise my answer is no.”
I ran to find one of the nurses, but could only find a husband of one. I relayed my
situation to him and he went off to convey it to his wife. He returned to me and told me
that his wife had said to eat and drink throughout the day, to quit if I began to feel poorly
and to have my blood pressure checked during the hike.
These were good, common-sense rules to which I readily agreed. I re-joined my
brigade and marched off for the last day of pilgrimage.
Entry #33:
Around mid-morning I peeled off the brigade for a restroom break. While I stood
in line the pilgrimage director, Greg Lloyd, approached me again and insinuated that I
had somehow disobeyed his commands.
He asserted that I was supposed to return to him (after getting the nurse’s “ok”) to
get his final permission to hike that day. He also hinted that I had simply disregarded his
commands and that my protestations now were untrue.
“Are you calling me a liar?” I asked. “Go ask Mr. Mitchell (the husband of the
nurse),” I demanded.

Mr. Lloyd backed off and commented that we must have had a communications
breakdown. We then resolved all of the issues.
But it was this controversy and my reactions to it that brought my “fundamental
sin” (or my great temptation) into view: my rashness and all-to-ready willingness to
disregard proper authority and cast it off in (self) righteous indignation.
The more I thought on it, the more I believed it was encoded in me from my
earliest days. It was the American way! If you don’t see eye to eye with an authority,
shrug them off and go your own way. Sure, give the many and varied reasons why you
are justified for ignoring the authority…but disregard the obvious conundrum which is, if
the lower is the judge of the higher then there is no such thing as authority. Where does
God fit into that revolutionary mindset?
I began to see this false notion at work in every area of my life and in the lives of
so many Catholic friends that I had. It was the reason that true community no longer
existed. It was the reason that we felt so devoid of love. It was the reason so many
families were breaking up. And it was the reason that the Church was failing.
We were not “men under authority.” Rather, we were “rebels without a pause,”
non-stop revolutionaries! We didn’t have to cut off the heads of our leaders, just deny
their voice and raise our own. And despite the obvious contradiction, we wanted others
to listen to us. How fabulously demonic!
Non serviam…I will not serve…but I expect you to do so!
The catechism of my youth came back to me:
What does the fourth commandment forbid?
The fourth commandment forbids disrespect, unkindness and disobedience to our parents
and lawful superiors.
Oh, how I had violated this commandment…sure with the grandest of motives
and the most righteous of rationalizations…but violate it I did.
It was time to learn true obedience, docility of will and respectful, kindness to the
order God designed.
Ite ad Joseph! I would “go to Joseph”, the foster-father of our Lord, to find my
example.
Entry #34:

I am sure that the reason some people did not want me to hike again after my
fainting spell is that they were worried that I could die (and perhaps be sued by my
family if I died…though I knew that my family would never do that). But if such things
were the concern of those in charge, I could only reply that there are worse things than
dying!
First, there is the supernatural reality of hell. Going to hell is decidedly worse
than the natural event of dying and the pilgrimage, which necessitates walking, is an aid
to avoid that end. Hence, my insistence on continuing the hike.
Second, there is the idea of “not living.” “Not living”…even though alive…is
worse than dying. Living is not the sum total of our vital actions of breathing, eating,
seeing, feeling, etc. Rather, living is the actualization of the unique talents that God has
bestowed on each person.
What could be worse than dying, going before God and, when asked “What did
you do in life?,” respond with:
“Well, I ate, breathed and sat on the sidelines for 80 years…but I didn’t hurt anyone.”
That is the man who “buried his talents” because he knew that the Lord was a
hard man! And we know how the Master responded to him.
Truly, there are worse things than dying. And every pilgrim and leader of
pilgrims must always keep that in mind.
Entry #35:
The Shrine of the North American Martyrs is located on the top of a large hill. It
is this mount that you must climb at the end of the 62 mile-long pilgrimage. While I was
energized to have our final goal in sight, Stephen began to fade.
Perhaps he had finally pushed his 11-year old body too far. Remember, he
walked on the second day when I was recuperating in camp, so I had a bit more energy.
Now, he wanted to stop. His mental faculties diminished. And, since it was cooler that
day and the wind was stiffly blowing, he began to shiver and shake. I was genuinely
concerned about him.
“We’re almost there,” I encouraged him to little avail. “Just stare at the cross and
say your prayers,” I urged.
Then, I saw first-hand a living example of “the spirit is willing, but the flesh
weak.” My young son struggled up that hill and finished the pilgrimage. Unfortunately,

we walked about 150 yards past the restroom and now, he wanted to go to the bathroom.
He could barely walk. In my weakened condition, I put my hands under his arms and
ushered him to the bathroom. Several times I asked him questions and got no response,
just a blank stare into space. I helped him back to the group.
As is the custom when finishing a pilgrimage, we both knelt and kissed the holy
ground beneath us.
We filed into the chapel for the final Mass. It is an open-air chapel and the chilly
wind continued to blow around us. Stephen was cold, completely depleted and tired. He
prayed with whatever energy he had left…and dozed off when he could pray no more.

I prayed intently at the Mass. I knew how much each pilgrim’s body ached, but
how happy their souls were at that moment. I thought of my dad’s long pilgrimage
through life with his own admixture of prayers, works, joys and sufferings. I prayed with

the saints and martyrs. I knew my offering compared so little to theirs, but was overjoyed
that I could give my small measure and kneel in their presence. The final steps of our
pilgrimage were the sweet steps to Communion with our Lord.
My face shall go before thee, and I will give thee rest. Exodus 33:14.
Epilogue
Entry #36:
Like any trip away, we were excited to be headed home. Our excitement this
time, however, was suppressed by the fatigue and physical pains we now endured.
We caught a ride to the hotel where we would stay before our flight out on
Monday. Besides re-packing our gear and eating a more substantial meal, Stephen and I
were too tired to enjoy the fruits of our pilgrimage. That would take a few more days.
We did enjoy the comforts of modern civilization however. We both were able to
take a real shower. And, instead of sleeping bags on the ground, we were able to enjoy a
comfortable bed.
Though the idea has become trite and cliché, truly we take for granted the many,
material blessings we daily enjoy.
Entry #37:
The pilgrimage is a physically taxing endeavor. I can not adequately describe the
fatigue and bodily pain that ensued after the trip.
My feet and legs were sore, to the point of actual difficulty walking, for nearly a
week after my return home. Even three weeks after my return, my feet are still shedding
the dead skin from my blisters.
Days after our return, I found it difficult to stay awake during the day. I would be
at my desk trying to work and literally falling asleep. Further, I was quiet and a bit
withdrawn. I thought this was a component of my fatigue, but I believe now it was a time
of meditation, a chance to assimilate the lessons learned on the pilgrimage.
The physical suffering brought on a spiritual growth. It is very likely a different
growth for every pilgrim, but one suited by God for the individual. Perhaps it can best be
expressed as I felt closer to death, more mortal, but that mortality and death did not
frighten me.

Instead, the prayers we said and the songs we sang echoed in my ears…and my
soul.
Entry #38:
What a joy it was to see my son marching his sisters around the house singing the
songs he learned on pilgrimage:
Stephen sings: “Ave Maria, gratia plena.”
The girls sing back: “Ave.”
“Dominus tecum.”
“Ave.”
“Sancta Maria.”
“Ave.”
“Ora pro nobis.”
“Ave.”
This was one of many songs we sang on the pilgrimage. The singing, and the joy
of singing, persisted for weeks thereafter. We began singing our Rosaries. I believe it
thrilled our Lady as much as it thrilled me!
Truly there was an “afterglow” from this pilgrimage. The world, all the
exigencies of daily existence, seemed to take on a different dimension. Everything took
on its proper significance and right relation so that I could cope with them more
effectively.
I have been on retreats that were so spiritually nourishing that I dreaded the
thought of returning to the mundane. But this pilgrimage had a different effect. The
pilgrimage, due to its active, physical nature, better comported with “real life” and so the
transition back to the world was not only easy, but actually welcomed like an intriguing
challenge.
Of course, that is not to say that at all times since, I have been floating on a cloud
of serenity and calm. But it is to say, that whether I was enjoying the “afterglow” of the
pilgrimage or encountering the trials of daily living, I did so as a better man, a better
Christian.
On the pilgrimage you learn that to get from start to finish there is no other way
than step after step. Yes, some steps will be painless and energetic while some will be
painful and arduous. Some steps will be uphill, some down. Some steps are with friends,
others with strangers and others alone. Some steps will be in silence and others in song
and still others in anguished prayer.

But there is a beginning and there is an end…two ends actually, one good and the
other bad. So this simple, resounding question echoes through your soul:
Which way are you headed?
Answer that question and does anything else really matter?
So each morning you wake up and you realize that a DAY is a STEP! That DAY
might bring joy or sadness, pain or pleasure, work or play, friend or foe…but whatever it
brings, all that is required of you is to take that STEP towards God.
I guess I became more aware of and more sensitive to a most fundamental reality:
Our souls are on a journey…and that the journey, that series of steps, the days of our
lives, with all their trials, are but fleeting moments on our advance to beatitude. How
eagerly we should anticipate each new day!

“Come to me, all you that labour, and are burdened, and I will refresh you. Take up my
yoke upon you, and learn of me, because I am meek, and humble of heart: and you shall
find rest to your souls. For my yoke is sweet and my burden light.”
Mathew 11:28-30.

Organizing the brigades – step-off, day-1.

The column of pilgrims on their quest.
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