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NOT STRANGERS BUT PILGRIMS TOGETHER ON THE WAY 

It really is good to be here with you for this United Benefice Visit today.  I have looked forward to it for a very long 
time – almost a year in fact.  It all began last June when I led a pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela, and was then 
asked to write a short piece about pilgrimage for the Diocesan News. That in turn led to me getting a letter from your 
then parish priest, Tim Mills, asking me to come here and talk about pilgrimage and journeying with you. ‘The whole 
theme of pilgrimage’ he wrote ‘is so relevant to us here in Flimwell and Ticehurst as we try to deepen our faith and stir 
up our gospel calling.’ 

The reality, of course, is that the theme of pilgrimage and journeying is relevant not just to your two parishes here, 
but to every parish in the Church of England, and indeed to every single Christian community worldwide.  Because 
this sense of travelling, of moving forward, is absolutely central to the whole of the Christian life.  It is to this that in 
our baptism we have been called. ‘I am the way,’ said Jesus ‘I am the truth and I am the life, follow me.’ And so the 
name given to the very first Christians was simply this: ‘Followers of the Way’  

This whole idea of journeying, then - or more specifically – of making a pilgrimage has, for Christians, always been a 
very powerful one - one that seems to have captured people's minds in so many different times and places all the 
way down through the centuries.   In Mediaeval times, this County of Sussex was criss-crossed  by pilgrimage routes 
and witnessed thousands of people travelling great distances to pray at the shrines of Saints and Martyrs such as 
Thomas a Becket in Canterbury, Edward the Confessor at Westminster, St James at Compostela or St Peter in Rome. 

So here we have the first reason why people went on  pilgrimage – it was to travel to special places, and particularly 
places of especial holiness and sanctity, places sanctified by prayer. I recall reading an autobiography of George 
McLeod, in which he was constantly speaking of Iona - where he restored the great Abbey church, and founded a new 
community - as just such a "thin place", and what he meant by that was, that there on that island, in that place of 
prayer and service, the veil between time and eternity, between the physical and the spiritual, between this world 
and the Other, between humanity and God, is just that - very thin - almost transparent; it’s  a place where you just 
are very close to God.  Many of the great places of pilgrimages are, in fact, just like that, but so are many lesser 
known places as well, including a little country parish church in Warwickshire where I was once fortunate to be the 
parish priest, and where in that lovely simply Norman building, I would see people stop and catch their breath and 
say - "In this place people have prayed - you can feel it in the stones - truly God is in this place" . So pilgrimages then - 
are journeys to "thin places" - places of encounter with God.  And in one sense every church should be a place of 
pilgrimage like that. 

But it’s not just the goal of the pilgrimage that seems to me to be important, but the process - what actually happens 
‘on the way’ to these places, which matters as well. 

The first thing that seems to happen is learning. To travel on with a wide variety of different people from different 
places, with different experiences and different stories, but really united in a common goal will, if you will allow it, 
always be an education and a transformation in itself. It can be a wonderful way of opening windows of fresh 
understanding on to others, on to oneself, and on to God. It is as we travel together with others that we may 
discover, for example, a little more of both the reality of suffering and also of the promise and hope of resurrection 
life. Indeed it is in the conversations with our companions along the way, as we bear one another’s burdens and 
delight in accompanying others on our journeys of faith, that we are enriched with insights and deeper understanding 
of God’s loving purposes for each of us, his beloved children.  And so it is that we grow not only in understanding but 
also in faith. 

At the same time, spending time with these same people, really getting to know them, sharing their joys and sorrows, 
really entering into their lives, and letting them into yours begins to produce that precious thing called fellowship, 
something which goes beyond mere friendship - valuable as that may be - but a deep sense of belonging to one 
another, with a real sense of mutual responsibility for one another's lives. 



And fourthly, one of the great merits of making a pilgrimage in the past was that it enabled you to travel steadily and 
slowly - without rushing; and when that happens it also allows you time to think, to develop, to meditate, and to 
pray.  The Celtic church talked about Peregrini, pilgrims who travelled slowly and quite content to "waste time with 
God". 

So, four important dimensions to the process of making a pilgrimag: growth in learning, growth in faith, growth in 
fellowship and growth in prayer and meditation.  And if these things are allowed to take place, then you actually do 
come out of a real pilgrimage bigger and better - more in Christ - than the ‘you’ that went in. The journey itself, with 
others, has made a difference. It has better equipped us for the very things for which the whole church exists all the 
time. 

And that’s why a true pilgrimage is never solitary.  Even when you set out on your own, the stuff of pilgrimage is 
intimately bound up with the people whom you are thrown together with on the way – the people you walk with, talk 
with, with  whom you share food and shelter. At the heart of pilgrimage is this journeying with others; and not always 
with people that we know. In fact, in true pilgrimage you travel with people who are precisely not the ones you have, 
or would have, chosen.  They are, rather, those who – just like you - are simply there on the way with Christ, and with 
that deepening encounter with him as the goal. After all it was Jesus himself who said “you did not choose me, I chose 
you” and that means that he has also chosen for you and me our companions on the road, whoever they may be; 
some attractive, some less so, but all of them put there to journey with us, from whom to learn and with whom to 
share. And so the people that we travel together with on the way are often people with different backgrounds, 
experience, different outlooks and different abilities too. 

And it is from the very difference that we gain, and sometimes in very unexpected ways. Indeed many of our standard 
assumptions about who has or has not things to give which we need to receive, can begin to get quite strongly 
challenged and changed, not least in the insights and capabilities that you begin to gain from those from whom you 
might least expect it. 

In a not particularly religious way there was an example of how this can work in an item in my newspaper during this 
past week.  It was in a story about a man seriously injured as he walked in a remote valley in Cornwall. He was fit and 
able bodied, but he slipped, broke his leg, and ended up in a place that was very hard to reach. However also on the 
trail were a group of so-called disabled ramblers, using their ‘trampers’ –their off-road mobility scooters -to get 
around. It was one of these – one of the disabled who, using his mobility scooter, was the only one able to rescue the 
so-called able-bodied; and then using the same scooter transport him across the rough and rugged terrain to the 
nearest point to which an ambulance was able to come. What both casualty and rescuer had discovered on that 
common path was not that one was able and one was not, but that each was differently abled from the other, each 
had things to give and each had things to receive, and it was in this act of sharing strength and weakness that insight 
and growth and wholeness was increased. 

And what is true of individuals travelling together, is also true of groups, including churches – and congregations 
within churches. For example for six years I was the rector of a large team ministry in the Midlands. It comprised six 
churches of very different sizes and traditions located in very different parts of the town from wealthy suburb to 
town centre to poor Urban Priority Area. There had been a long tradition of tension and resentment between the 
churches, the large, the wealthy and the strong rather resenting having to carry the weak; the small, the poorer, the 
struggling, resenting the resources of the large. However when we really began to travel together as a real team, in a 
common pilgrimage, brought together by our shared commitment to deepen our encounter with God in Christ ‘on 
the way’, it was interesting, and good, to notice how the different churches began to value the different gifts and 
strengths of each, with the opportunities, as well as the weaknesses, that each brought to our common life. Slowly 
we discovered that whilst big can be bountiful, small can be beautiful. The big congregation can provide a haven for 
those who seek a degree of anonymity; whilst the small may offer close fellowship particularly for those who might 
otherwise feel insignificant, and within a community where each is known by name. One congregation, the large and 
thriving, might offer a great range of activities and services, while another, the small and apparently struggling, might 
have as its one vocation, the powerful testimony of simply being there, often in a community that is poor and 
struggling, but keeping the rumour of God alive, and testifying to the ongoing laughing presence of Christ in that 
particular community, when otherwise these things might disappear. 

And so it was with this kind of experience behind me that during my time as Bishop of Exeter I sought to encourage 
all the parishes of that diocese to come together to form what we called Mission communities. Our vision was “That 



every human community in Devon – whether town, suburb, village or neighbourhood – should have at its heart a 
praying, worshipping and witnessing Christian presence, working to make disciples of Jesus Christ and to bring that 
community’s life into the kingdom of God.”  But we also realised that very few churches, on their own, possessed all 
the resources, all the gifts and all the skills they needed to make this vision a reality.  They needed to come together 
in clusters, walking – and working - together in a shared journey, not losing their autonomy but gaining from their 
togetherness.  The key questions always, were to be: in working for that vision what do we have that you need; what 
do we lack that you can help supply? And it was quite likely that the answers to these questions were not to be found 
in parishes that were alike, but in ones that differed – in size and setting; in churchmanship and in age profile, but 
coming together ‘on the way’, complementing one another, that each may be stronger working together, than by 
walking alone.  

What that strategy of creating Mission Communities across the whole Diocese was all about was strengthening the 
church in every locality in Devon, and doing so by looking for more and more ways of working together, learning from 
one another, sharing one another’s strengths – and so helping one another to respond to common challenges too, 
but with the observable outcomes of  growth in learning, growth in faith, growth in fellowship and growth in prayer 
and meditation, and so growth in mission and service too - just as happens on pilgrimage together. And as on 
pilgrimage, too,  parishes themselves are  pilgrims in partnerships together on a shared journey towards a common 
goal. 

Several years ago, my wife and I took a cruise.  Ever since then we have been regularly bombarded with brochures 
and leaflets trying to tempt us on board once again.  And one of the things that has really struck me about this cruise 
and holiday literature coming our way just now is the current key marketing ploy; what is being put at the heart of 
their sales strategy right now. The strapline is “togethering” and the attraction being offered is the value that you get 
from sharing a chosen activity with a group of very diverse people but bonding together around a common aim – be 
that golf or scuba diving; bridge or bird watching; archaeology or art.  

I find this fascinating, because if there’s any group that is really all about ‘togethering’, and ought to know all about 
‘togethering’ and travelling together, it’s that group called the church.  

Christians have known the value of togetherness forever since the day of Pentecost, when people from all across the 
known world were drawn into a common experience through the outpouring of the Holy Spirit, each connecting with 
the gospel in ways that each could understand, but each then being drawn to be different members, limbs and 
organs, of one single body – the body of Christ, the Church of God.  

The Church is, and always has been, and always will be, intended to be a body – of different persons united together 
in one identity, travellers together on the way as the baptised people of God. And, as they do so in this way, they 
share in something of the very nature of God himself.  God who, as on this day - Trinity Sunday, we are once again 
reminded - is also persons in unity; one in three and three in one. None of the three persons of the Trinity – Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit, has any existence without the others, yet each has personhood, a character, distinct of their own, 
and not lost in what is shared. In the Trinity the father is God, the son is God, the spirit is God, but the father is not 
the spirit, the spirit is not the father and the father is not the son. Persons in relationship is what God is- and so are 
his people called to be also. 

I’m a stranger here. I know nothing of your history, but what I do know is this: whoever, wherever, we are as 
individuals or communities, those of us who are in Christ are called to be not strangers but pilgrims together on the 
way. Looking together day by day for opportunities of: 

a) learning together, growing in understanding and faith, in fellowship and prayer - as far as possible really entering 
into one's another's lives; sharing one another's burdens and so fulfilling the law of Christ; and then also of 

b) witnessing together - in a world and a society where so many individuals, groups and communities choose to walk 
apart, we are called to testify to the nature of God and the health of humanity by walking together as pilgrims on the 
Way; sharing and journeying together towards a common goal- to become a holy people - that in all our churches, 
and in all that we are and do we become more and more ourselves thin places, and places of encounter with God.  

 


