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From a theological point of view, how might we understand the significance of

pilgrimage?

The first thing that usually springs to mind when we think of pilgrimage is a journey

of some description.  Essentially  pilgrimage involves  the passage of a person or a

collective,  but a superficial  definition belies the multitude of reasons that  infuse it

with significance. 

To be sure, pilgrimage is a concept that has existed for thousands of years, which has

taken many forms in various religious traditions. In most contexts, pilgrimage is a

way  of  consolidating  one’s  belonging  to  a  faith  group  and  an  opportunity  to

experience something  of the divine.  Travellers  may undergo certain  rites, perform

devotional duties, and encounter people, places and objects that are said to be holy,

imbued with religious meaning. 

The essence of the pilgrimage however is still rooted in the movement through time

and space. The physical journey is analogous with the pilgrim’s spiritual growth and

religious identity. The encounter with the sacred at their destination may result  in a

higher  state  of  spiritual  consciousness,  the  treatment  of  an  affliction  or  a

transformation in character.

This isn’t to forget the more secular notion of pilgrimage which is spurred on by other

factors such as the desire to explore unconquered territory, an economic incentive or

the  need  for  personal  refreshment.  These  things  may  form  secondary  or  ulterior

motives for religious pilgrims but may also conceal a spiritual meaning for the secular

traveller. 

Encounter with God is  traditionally  said to be found exclusively  through religious

experience. David Brown counters this view, claiming that it is the ‘human imprint’

on a site which endows it with sacramental qualities and allows the divine to be found

through human experience. He acknowledges that it would be heretical to Christian

doctrine  to suggest  that  a place is  valuable  in  itself  – a common response to this

charge is one that attributes the sacramental dimension of a place to the holiness of
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the people that reside there. Yet this fails to recognise the signal of the natural world

to evidence of a creator.

What is more, motifs of ownership of and connection to the land in the Old Testament

are witness to the importance of a platform for God’s action in the world. Clearly,

location and temporality had as much of a bearing then as they do now. This emphasis

is in contrast with Jesus’ ministry when for example he declares, "Foxes have dens

and birds of the sky have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to rest his head"

(Luke  9:58).  Yet  the  understanding  of  place  found  in  the  New  Testament  was

formulated  in  light  of  the  eschatological  anticipation,  and  cannot  invalidate

contemporary concerns. 

Humanity rarely chooses to be itinerant, preferring instead to have distinct roots in a

place. The sacramentality that the place confers is more to do with belonging than it is

the visual  beauty.  In a  parallel,  pilgrimage  serves  as  a confirmation  of faith  and

personal religious identity – the symbolism of pilgrimage is not be confused with the

materialism of the setting. Rather we should see the spiritual aspect as contingent on

humanity’s existence in time and space. The human experience of a place can be a

way of discovering more of the nature of God, and in turn a site can gain religious

importance through the accumulation of significant  events that  occur there. Brown

gives two examples of how a place can be saturated with a sense of the divine:  the

first is refuge, and the feeling of security conveyed in a place which is indicative of

God’s imminence; the second is prospect – the pointing to potential (for example in a

scene  where  the  vista  seems  to  stretch  for  miles)  which  is  reminiscent  of  his

transcendence.

At  this  juncture,  it  is  a  common  mistake  to  conclude  that  the  significance  of

pilgrimage derives from the intrinsic holiness of the objects in a place, that pilgrims

attach too great a sacramental weight to the actual place they visit. Both the process of

arriving  at  the destination and the place itself  have important resonances for one’s

inner  spiritual  journey  even  if  superficially  they  seem to place  value  in  external

objects.
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According to Brown, the phenomenon of pilgrimage,  which he observes permeates

most faith traditions, rests in our inherent desire to associate intimately with places,

and to “uproot oneself and seek solace from particular places”  (Brown: 2004: 214).

The hostility of cynics is not without foundation though. Even when pilgrims have

expressed meaningful intentions, they have sometimes had dubious secondary reasons

that may cast a shadow of doubt over their motives in general.

Brown delineates four different examples. The first is the works ethic, which viewed a

pilgrimage as a meritorious work that would please God and result in divine blessing.

Pilgrimages used to be a much more strenuous undertaking, and travellers hoped to

find  favour through completing the arduous journey to a sacred destination. It was

also aligned with a sort of cancelling out of the debts incurred through sin. The heads

of the Catholic Church are recorded as granting indulgences to pilgrims, that is, the

remission from purgatory and the consequences of sin. 

The third  example  is  corruption which may frequently be linked to Brown’s  final

example.  Certain  shrines were said  to have been the site of divine  revelation that

could provide healing from illness. Pilgrims,  succumbing to superstition travelled to

these shrines  which really  existed to accumulate wealth from the large volume  of

visitors hoping for a cure to their ailment.

Brown defends a sort of pilgrimage that does not hinge on these four ideas, and talks

instead of the dual significance of the concepts of identification and transformation

for contemporary pilgrims. He believes these notions to be two sides to the same coin.

Identification is concerned with one’s relationship with God and others whose beliefs

mirror  one’s  own,  whether  we speak  of Christians  in  Santiago de Compostela  or

Muslims in Mecca. It is the unity that is experienced with like-minded people, and the

collective  worship  that  is  part  and  parcel  of  it  that  make  identification  and

transformation part of the same equation. For a Christian, a visit to the holy land may

revivify  scripture  and somehow physically  embody one’s  head  knowledge  of the

tenets of Christianity. In order to resist accusations of idolatry the focus must be on an

undercurrent of individual and shared experience as opposed to any intrinsic meaning

in religious relics or icons for example. 
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It speaks of a realignment and refreshment of the spirit. This is a practice that can be

found even in profane spaces, such as when we take holidays. The process involves

our  purposeful  relocation  in  a  varied  environment  in  order  to  draw  spiritual

refreshment, reassess our goals and return with renewed gusto to our daily business.

Part of the process inevitably resides in the passage to a new place that provides the

context for such re-evaluation, which is another parallel with pilgrimage. 

Brown equates the increased opportunities for communion with God throughout the

journey  to  the  destination  with  the  labyrinthine  patterns  found  on  the  floors  of

churches. They imply the spiritual life that exists within our own life, alluding more

specifically to journey of Christian consciousness. The labyrinth with its complex and

multitudinous routes accurately mirrors the defining qualities of the Christian life: for

one, there is no clear view of the destination, but it is offset by the knowledge of its

definite existence since all  roads lead ultimately  to the expected end point. Mazes

have  dead  ends,  whereas labyrinths  will  lead  to the end  on all  paths if  you  just

persevere. Like pilgrimage it  is a life  that will  involve dislocation, and exposure to

new vistas – similarly, the journey is just as important as the final destination for the

Christian pilgrim as it is in their everyday spiritual journey.

Brown  acknowledges  that  certain  places  are  significant  as  ‘tangible  memorials’

(Brown: 2004: 239) of the Saints. He defends what might seem to be a mystical belief

by associating it with our own respect for the body after death. The memory of Saints

is  invoked at religious sites giving  the feeling  of entering into their  presence, and

maintaining their modern influence.

To  summarise,  Brown  emphasises  the  transformation  of  place  which  bears

significance relative to human experience. Each individual will have subtlety different

rationales whether they are liturgical reasons, historical evidence for the animation of

the Bible, or as tangible evidence of biblical events to reinforce core beliefs. As such,

places  accrue  meaning  through  human  migration  to  them;  it  is  the  relational

dimension  that  creates  opportunities  for  divine  outworking  rather  than  divine

mediation through matter.
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John Inge  notes that  history  is  crucial  in  defining  a  place.  His  is  a  specifically

Christian ideology of pilgrimage, maintaining Christ’s redemptive work on the cross

as central to all sacramental experience. He recognises the importance of reference to

the  climax  of  history,  when  God  will  redeem  mankind.  The  eschatological

consideration is  the first  of three main  constituents  that  Inge believes  encapsulate

pilgrimage. The second is roots. The physical sense of communion with the saints and

the passage to places of special divine revelation and the transformation it instigates

in  many a Christian are testament  to the heritage that  is  theirs.  The final  attribute

which resonates with Brown’s view is the importance of journey, and the concomitant

associations in the Hebrew Bible  of the Promised Land and the New Jerusalem. It

symbolizes the divinely supervised journey and relationship with God. 

The Bible is at various times indifferent to and supremely conscious of the importance

of place. Inge notes that the temporal rather than abiding nature of a pilgrimage means

that sites said to be the locus of encounter with God (that are accused sometimes of

being  blasphemous)  are a  foretaste of the  Christian’s final  destination  and  God’s

consummation of the world through his son Jesus.  

Inge, like Brown dismisses the notion that places of divine exposure are holy in and of

themselves. The significance of pilgrimage sites is related to the site’s history, and it

is imbued over time with meaning,  giving  the pilgrim an almost palpable  sense of

their heritage. Inge talks of the mutual interaction of people, place and God, where the

holiness of the place points pilgrims towards God’s work in the world and the end of

days. If the holiness of a place appears to point to its intrinsic goodness that endures

over  centuries  without  God,  it  is  the  fact  that  pilgrims  have  continued  to accord

meaning, perpetuating the site’s original significance. 

The Holy Land for example has been a symbolic to Christians for thousands of years.

As Inge has it, “people were able to enter into the history of their salvation, to travel

to their roots, as well as be involved in something which was symbolic towards their

heavenly  home  (Inge:  2003:  95). Inge’s  interpretation  of  the  significance  of  the

pilgrim’s journey is different to Brown’s. The journey in Christian pilgrimage marks

out their  “belonging  to heaven which is  one’s true homeland.”  (Davies, quoted in

Inge: 2003: 103).
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Inge ends with a mention of the fine boundary that distinguishes between according

sacramental significance to a site owing to events that have occurred there and seeing

the physical constructs of a place as ‘sign and sacrament’ (Inge:2003:122.

Overall I think Inge urges us to see pilgrimage and the destinations of pilgrims in the

context of time. To summarise, he notes the historical significance of a place (which

speaks of Christian heritage), the present significance (relating to the pilgrim’s walk

with God) and the future significance (directed toward a final state of consummation).

Bowman has written a sort of semi autobiographical account of some of his and others

experiences of journey to the Holy Land. Overall the tone of his piece is suggestive of

conflict  between orthodox catholic  and  protestant  pilgrimage.  So  for  example  he

remarks on how the experience reenergizes Catholics for appropriate ethical conduct

in the world since Catholicism views the church as a mediator of Jesus’ will  in the

world. By contrast he believes Christians are concerned with the direct relationship of

Christ  with  the individual.  Ultimately  he  says  the  significance  of a  locale  to an

individual is coloured by their own theological presuppositions: “At the centres where

they go in expectation of fulfilling that desire pilgrims experience little other than that

which they already expect to encounter (Bowman in Eade and Sallow: 2000: 121)

Hummel,  reiterates the distinction between orthodox catholic  and protestant  views,

playing down the apparent contradiction. He distinguishes between Eastern Christians

and Latin Christians. The western church has been propelled into the socio-political

arena,  whilst  the Russian  church is  concerned with spiritual.  These differences in

sensibility  manifest  themselves  in  their  diverse  approaches  to  the  Jerusalem

pilgrimage.  On  the one hand,  the  orthodox Christians’  pilgrimage  has  a  distinct

communal  dimension.  The  pilgrims  are  transformed  through  the  experience  of

solidarity and Christian community. A prime focus is also the preparation for death,

since many of the pilgrims  are old  in  years.  Generally, the divine  is  experienced

through the meaningfulness of relics and iconography. The western Christians desire

an unmediated relation to the Bible: the topography of the Bible can be visualised in

the Holy Land and serves to give “new credence to the Bible” (Hummel in Brown &

Loades: 1995:  92)
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To recapitulate Hummel’s argument, he believes pilgrimage is principally concerned

with  revitalisation,  and  is  focussed  on  ethics.  This  is important,  since  many

theologians believe that  a place is  subordinate to the morality of the people,  who

shape it and give it meaning. The eastern Christians are interested in the mystery of

Christ’s life  death and resurrection, whereas the western Christians exhibit  reserve,

believing the sites to be more of a witness of church history than specifically Jesus.

There is a correlation in that they both seek to discover something of the historical

Jesus, but “the Jesus of history found in the Bible,  and the Orthodox embraced the

Jesus who transcends time through the liturgy” (Hummel in Brown & Loades: 1995:

99)

Pilgrimages take on various forms, ranging from refreshment and remission from sin

to the renaction and revivication of the Bible

It is human nature to rationally associate our surroundings with experiences that took

place there.  Distinct  recollections from childhood for example  are  evoked by  the

location within which they were situated. Memory, place and our sense of self are

inextricably linked. Our environment impresses on us and we on our environment and

leaves an indelible mark on our memory in a way which speaks of more than just its

geography.  

Pilgrimage  is  an  extension  of  this  since  the  history  of  certain  sites  of  religious

significance is part of public consciousness. Wide-ranging faith traditions perpetuate

the memory of important events that infuse a sense of holiness in the place and inspire

a desire to visit, and garner something of your faith’s history. 

Places can be theologically significant so long as they are accorded significance down

the generations. The individual’s experience of a site relates back to their expectations

which  is  why  there  are  numerable  reasons  why  one  might  take  a  pilgrimage.

Pilgrimage  is  a  socially  constructed experience,  the  significance  of which  is  best

understood with reference to pilgrims’  origins and stories. As Sheldrake succinctly

puts it,  “there can be no  sense of place without narrative”  (Sheldrake:  2001: 17)
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Ultimately,  since  the  theological  significance  of  pilgrimage  is  contingent  on  the

human relation to it, it is as significant as the individual wants it to be. 
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