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Greetings pilgrims,  

It’s good to be back with you. For those of you at AFCU Schools, welcome to the fall 2020 
semester.   

On pilgrimage, we go to a place that holds the sacred, where grace walked present and 
known. Yet our whole world and life journey is a sacred time in a sacred place. It is our one 
life to live and play and work in service of the Lord, of the Good— in relationship with the 
Breath of Life, Yahweh. 

Since spring of this year, we have felt the impact of pandemic, the call to reckon with racial 
injustice, and the need to navigate through the discord and strife that accompanies change, 
fear, struggles for power, and uncertainty.  In a time of so much upheaval we may feel    
ourselves spinning, reactive, questioning, or quiet— all in the same hour. 

This year’s Pilgrim’s Companion newsletter invites reflections on response to the times in 
which we live. Using Francis and Clare and pilgrimage as our light, what is ours to do in this 
sacred time and space called life? If you would like to contribute a reflection this year, 
please let me know. 

Recently, director of the Franciscan Pilgrimage Programs, Fr. John Cella, shared some      
reflections on pilgrimage. He began by noting that our life is a pilgrimage. The Franciscan 
Pilgrimage is a time set apart in an environment where we have time to reflect and pray, to 
sit in holy places. We are usually too busy to take a break. Pilgrimage is a time to pause. On 
the next pages, he reflects on what we may find when we pause, and what it can mean for 
us today.  

As you return to campus, and continue moving 
through these transformational times, we at 
FPP wish you health and safety, peace and 
good. 

-Mary Beth Wisniewski 

Franciscan Pilgrimage Programs, AFCU Outreach 

In the beginning was the Word; and the Word was God. 
Through him all things came into being, and apart from him nothing came to be. Whatever 
came to be in him, found life, life for the light of all people.  John 1:1-4 

 

Reflection: The Spirituality of Pilgrimage   
By: Fr. John Cella, OFM  
 
 
One of the Franciscan Pilgrimage Programs (FPP) themes is that the there is a spirit of place. 
There is certainly a spirituality of time. As we all have experienced, some times are more 
spiritual for us than others. But there is a third spirituality: a spirituality of people.  

For me, one of the best gifts regarding going to Assisi is walking where Clare and Francis 
walked. But as much as we go there for place, we go there because of a spirituality of people. 
Back in the late ’80s, I went to Assisi, and it was a time of struggle for me. I walked and 
prayed.  I went to the Basilica, but I didn’t find Francis there. I went to the Portiuncula, but I 
didn’t see him there. I went to the fields where the poppies were blooming, and horses were 
running, and it was beautiful;  but I didn’t see Francis there. And then one day, I got lost.  

 

        (Continued on next page) 
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The Spirituality of Pilgrimage (cont...) By: Fr. John Cella, OFM  
 
I was walking, and wondering what God had planned for me. I arrived at the door of San Damiano. There was an old man, an 
old friar, sitting at the door handing out prayer books. He looked at me. I looked at him. And for a moment, I saw Francis. 
And as the friar passed a prayer book to me, I heard Francis say: ‘Don’t look to me. Look to God.’  

This person, this friar, this is what I mean by spirituality of people. Each time I go to Assisi and Rome, I am touched by the     
people who assist our pilgrims, who participate in holiness as they offer housing, food, and other services to pilgrims.       
Always, people show us the holy way.  

Letting God be God 

Let me share another experience with you. It doesn’t have to do with pilgrimage, but it is what pilgrimage is like. 

All of us who are professing Religious Life go on a retreat before we make our Final Vows. My classmate and I were sent to 
Marathon, WI.  We were there in January of the year when the snow was ten feet high, and it was freezing beyond freezing. 
And we were stuck inside the retreat house. I have to say that up until then I was a goody two-shoes. I was always faithful in 
my prayers, prompt, and always went to chapel for Blessed Sacrament. I was always caring. When guys were sneaking out, I 
never did that. I was what I considered a very faithful and good seminarian. When I went to this retreat, I told the retreat    
master where I was at, and he said, “That’s really great. But you know, John, there is something missing.” I didn’t like that. 
So, I went back in prayer, and I prayed and prayed.  

I came back, and each day for over two weeks, he said, “there’s something missing.” I was getting more and more frustrated 
and angry.  At one point in time after the third week of asking these questions, I said to myself,  ‘I put nine years of my life in 
this journey. I get three square meals a day,  and I look around and see the other friars and think this is a pretty good life. I’ll 
forget about this prayer and being holy and all this stuff and just enjoy life.’ And I said, ‘So I’m giving up. I’m giving up on you 
God.’ Later that day, we were listening to a talk. And I don’t know what happened, but something touched me. It touched 
me so deeply, that if I were more of a charismatic type, I would have stood up and said, “Alleluia, Alleluia!”  I had a             
tremendous experience of God’s love for me.  

The next day, I went to the master. And the first thing he said was: “There’s something different.” I shared the experience 
with him of what happened, all of it, even the idea of giving up on being holy. And he said, “John, the issue for you was you 
were going to chapel to say, “Hey God, here I am, I am here.  Come to me.” He said, “When you let go, God came in.” 

The issue is: who’s in charge? And the issue is:  Letting God be God. For myself, it was knowing I am not God. Since then, in 
my bedroom, in my car, in all my rooms, there’s a statement that says, Be still and know that I am God. For me, that is so            
important.  

To bring us back to pilgrimage: remembrance of the old friar and the retreat experience are memories to which I return. 
Since then I have messed up. I’ve done and said things I probably shouldn’t have, but I can always go back to that memory 
and experience and get back in line. I remember the old friar who taught me: What are you really looking for?” and from my 
retreat, the idea of Letting go and letting God. So, for me, that is the experience of pilgrimage and sacred moments.  

When I read pilgrim’s evaluations, I’m reading about how God is at work in these people’s lives. For me, that is awesome and 
humbling. One of the things that I tell the staff leaders when we come together as a group is, “It’s all about God. It’s not 
about us.” We are simply the instruments for God to work.  

What to do with the time in which we live 

I hope that the stillness that we have been given due to social distancing, and not being as rushed as we usually are, is an      
opportunity to see God at work. Unfortunately, I don’t always see that happening.  If this is a wakeup call, we may need a 
little stronger one.   

If we only open our eyes and see God at work, we would feel a different way about the world and each other. If we only took 
the time to see and not be drawn in by our prejudices and angers, we would do things differently.  

We are afraid of silence. We run away, and this creates violence. We are running away from meeting God. And when we run 
away, we bump into each other.  

I love astronomy, and when I think of the Alpha and Omega, and consider the big bang, and before it… I try to imagine the 
God of the nebula, and the dwarf stars… the God of this whole universe somehow loves us.  
God is still at work. If we open our hearts to see. 


