
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pilgrim Paths 
 
I stand at the door of the church, alternately looking along the path to the lychgate and glancing at my 
watch. Not every erstwhile pilgrim arrives on time, so I usually allow ten minutes after the ‘we are definitely 
leaving at x o’clock’ deadline. Two more people turn into the churchyard, one carrying a large rucksack, the 
other a small shoulder bag, together exemplifying the range of pack which individuals deem suitable for a 
day’s walk. I smile to myself – one of them will have everything they could possibly need, including a 
magnificent packed lunch; the other will have to make do with the generosity of fellow pilgrims if they want 
to eat. However, one pilgrim will become very tired on the uphill’s, maybe even needing their bag carried, 
while the other will merrily stride along in the vanguard of the group, keeping up a lively conversation as 
they go.  
 
I conclude that finally all are gathered, and turn to go into the church, offering a silent prayer for the safety 
of the pilgrims and acceptance of all that the day will bring, before leading the group in songs and prayers for 
the beginning of the journey. By the time we return to this holy place, some eight or ten miles later, the 
intervening hours will have been filled with laughter and conversation, prayer and encounter, confession and 
counsel, energetic exercise and moments of stillness. The group will have learned about themselves, each 
other and the God whose creative genius has surrounded us every step of the way; painting pictures of such 
breath-taking glory that we cannot help but stop and marvel before pressing on, in single file or small groups, 
scattered in a long line or gathered in bunches, sharing a journey which is both physical and spiritual, a 
journey which is at best transformational and, at the very least, recreational.   
 
For the last three years, throughout the summer, a series of one day pilgrimages have been offered by 
different churches in the Chipping Norton Deanery, in the Diocese of Oxford, with one four-day expedition 
each year covering different areas of the Deanery. Led by experienced leaders, many of them qualified Day 
Walk Leaders, the routes are circular and include at least one other church in addition to that from which we 
depart and arrive. Booklets give details of the route followed as well as suggestions for reflection and prayer 
along the way. The atmosphere is invitational and welcoming; pilgrims arrive as strangers to each other but 
often leave having connected in a truly profound way with those who have shared the joys and the 
challenges of the expedition.  
 
The Deanery is fortunate: our churches are placed in truly glorious landscape – rolling hills and green 
meadows, springs and rivers, stone-built settlements and ancient woodland. This provides an opportunity for 
spending time immersed in nature, itself a healing activity, but there is more to pilgrimage than simply a 
good walk in the country. The pilgrim is offered the gift of time and space, freed from the pressures of 
everyday life, required to do no more than place one foot in front of the other; while the physical self is 
occupied, the spiritual self can reflect, pray, encounter, heal.  
 



 
 

From these small beginnings, the Pilgrim Path Project has spread beyond its Deanery boundary as rural 
church leaders have seen in the simplicity of the project and the connection between ancient building and 
surrounding landscape, a way of encouraging those on the fringes and beyond to encounter God in a gentle, 
open way. Armed with nothing more than a good knowledge of the local walking routes, a circular pilgrim 
path from church to church can be designed. Reflections can be written from new, or ‘borrowed’ from 
existing walk leaflets; whole booklets have been designed which can be used on any route. Even those who 
cannot make a physical journey can be involved, offering hospitality at the beginning and end of the journey, 
leading services of ‘sending out’ and ‘welcoming home’.  
 
Small rural church communities so often feel as if they have nothing to offer: aging congregations worry that 
their diminishing energy and the basic nature of their church facilities will be seen as drains upon the 
resources of the Central Church; their timidity concerning Mission and their fragile financial positions can 
make them feel scorned by bigger, wealthier urban churches.   
The Pilgrim Path Project offers an opportunity to the small, holy places that figure so largely in the British 
landscape, which is denied to the large city churches. This opportunity is profoundly missional, based as it is 
on the assumption that a holy place within a God-created landscape cannot but provoke questioning and 
reflection, thanksgiving and joy.  
 
The pilgrim can be part of an organised group or offered the option of walking alone. Pilgrimages need 
involve no liturgy, no prior knowledge or ability apart from that of being able to walk. There are no 
expectations placed upon the pilgrim, just a hope that they will be willing to share in the story of the journey, 
whatever form that takes: talking to strangers; noticing surroundings; honouring silences. In return, there is 
the promise of encounter, of insight, of revelation, however that makes itself apparent.   
 
As parishes and Deaneries both within the Oxford Diocese and beyond, have connected with the Pilgrim 
Paths Project, there has developed in parallel an eagerness to share news of other pilgrimage initiatives and 
events and related resources. The Christian Pilgrimage Network held its first meeting in October 2019 and 
was attended by over 20 representatives from six Dioceses in the south and south west of England. Peter 
Doll, Canon Librarian of Norwich Cathedral, spoke about the East Anglian Pilgrimage Network, and the 
meeting determined that a similar sharing of resources and ideas would best support those engaged with 
Christian pilgrimage. The geographical area widened with the second meeting in March, and now the CPN 
welcomes members from the Province of Canterbury.  It hopes to link with other organisations engaged in 
Christian Pilgrimage, providing a hub for expertise and exchange of resources.  
 
In September 2020, Christ Church Oxford will host the first Festival of Christian Pilgrimage 
(pilgrimage.hymnsam.co.uk). Delegates will hear speakers on the practical, historical and spiritual aspects of 
Christian Pilgrimage, as well as having the opportunity to become ‘day pilgrims’ themselves.  
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For more information about how you and your church can get involved in the Christian Pilgrimage Network, 
email Sally on sally.welch@christianpilgrimagenetwork.org.uk. 
 
This article first appeared in Country Way 84: Heaven in Ordinary, June 2020. Go to arthurrankcentre.org.uk/country-
way for more information about how to subscribe. 
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