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The Call 

About two years ago, Carrie and I were having one of our typical Saturday nights at home 

watching Rick Steves’ Europe.  This episode was devoted to covering the sights and sounds of 

Northern Spain, with an emphasis on the Camino de Santiago. For 30 minutes we comfortably 

watched Rick Steves, chipper as ever in his plaid shirt and khakis, breezily point out the 

highlights of the Camino.  Afterwards, Carrie turned to me and said “That sounds like fun!” I 

said, “that sounds like a bad idea!” I didn’t want to walk 500 miles! Heck, I’ve been known to 

grumble when I have to get up and walk across the room to find the remote.  I’m not the guy that 

hikes across mountain ranges.  That’s not my story. 

But despite that, over the next year, anything Camino related became prime 

reading/viewing material. Two big influences were: The Way, a movie starring Martin Sheen and 

the book A Million Steps by local author Kurt Koontz.  Slowly, but surely, my interest, along 

with Carrie’s, increased and I began to think: what if?  

  In English, the phrase “Camino de Santiago” translates to “the Way of St. James.”  

Legend has it that the apostle James preached the gospel in Spain before his death, and his 

remains were later found in Galicia. During medieval times Santiago became the third most 

important Catholic pilgrimage site after Rome and Jerusalem. Today the idea of walking the 

Camino has expanded and now attracts pilgrims from many spiritual and philosophical 

backgrounds—the “wanderers, worshipers, lovers of leaving.” And we were about to join in: two 

unlikely Unitarian Universalist pilgrims from Idaho. 

 

Preparation  

Once we said “yes” to the call of the Camino, we began to prepare our spirits, our bodies and our 

bank accounts.  Saving for a big trip has side-effects.  We couldn’t blow money on eating out, 

movies and concerts.  Instead, we cooked and ate at home more, which saved money, and gave 

us a new-found joy in slow food, with the added bonus of eating more healthfully.  We went to 

church pot-lucks and hosted a chalice circle.  These activities replaced costlier forms of 

entertainment.  As a byproduct of saving, we created a deeper sense of connection and 

community.   

And, we began to hike.  At first, we’d hit the hills for an hour, come home exhausted and—

take a nap!  Gradually, we pushed ourselves greater distances, until we could cover about 12 

miles without keeling over.  These hikes led us to explore new trails, beautiful parts of our valley 

we hadn’t yet discovered.  We now feel more a part of the land we live on, simply from having 

walked across more of it.   

Spiritually, I had been pulled into the Camino’s orbit.  It seemed as though some force of 

nature was compelling me to take this journey.  One day, as we were on a training hike to Stack 

Rock, I asked myself, “why do I want to do this?”  The answer came in a flash, “this will save 

your life.”  Several years ago, I was diagnosed with type II diabetes—and my blood sugars 

weren’t good.  In the process of preparing for the Camino, I lost quite a bit of weight and 

improved my health.  I was also looking for answers to bigger questions about my life’s purpose 

and meaning. 



Although we’re not Catholic, for us, this was not just a back-packing trip.  It was truly a 

pilgrimage.  An influential book in our preparation was Phil Cousineau’s The Art of Pilgrimage:  

The Seeker’s Guide to Making Travel Sacred.  Cousineau talks about how in ancient times, those 

embarking on a long journey would seek a blessing from their tribal elders.  So, David & I asked 

my father, who gave us a beautiful laying on of hands blessing in the Mormon tradition, invoking 

health, strength, and the spirit of our pioneer forebears.  Standing alongside the Boise River, 

Elizabeth Greene and Gary Wyke, our BUUF tribal elders, spoke words of guidance and blessing 

over us.  Corey Porch gave us a powerful Shamanic blessing.  At one of Rev. Dana’s last 

services, her benediction came from the mystic, Julian of Norwich:  “All shall be well, and all 

shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well,” a blessing which rang in our ears 

throughout the Camino.  These blessings, and the continued prayers and well wishes from friends 

and family, cocooned us in feelings of love, safety and health.  Before the Camino, I would’ve 

said that a blessing is nice—can’t hurt.  Now, having felt so powerfully the energy of all these 

blessings buoying us up, all along our journey, I would say, blessing is essential.  Don’t leave 

home without it.  

 

The Path and the People  

The Camino covers 500 miles over various terrain—the mist-enshrouded Pyrenees, the bucolic 

vineyards of Navarra, the unforgiving stretches of high desert known as the Meseta, and the lush 

rainforests of Galicia.  Many authors have described the Camino in three sections: the first third 

is for the body, as you are immediately tested by the sharp ascent into the Pyrenees.  The second 

third is for the mind, as the long stretches of the Meseta provide space for reflection.  And the 

last third, it is said, is for the soul.  As you hike through the forests primeval of Galicia, all past 

experiences—the joys and the sorrows—feed your spirit and allow for opening up to the holiness 

that is everything.  

 The Camino winds along natural pathways, paved roads and single track trails—and with 

few exceptions, you are never more than 10 km from civilization, passing through quaint 

villages, some larger towns, and a few bustling cities.  The Camino has a well-supported network 

of hostels, called albergues—with lodging in large dorm-like rooms packed with bunk beds.  

Albergues range the gamut from large monasteries, to small mom and pop establishments, from 

municipally run institutions to rural farm-houses. The folks who run the albergues are known as 

hospitaleros, many of whom are volunteers.  

 During our trip we got lost twice, which ain’t bad, in my opinion. To keep on the correct 

path one only had to follow the signs, which took two forms: yellow arrows and scallop shells.  

The first thing we looked for were the ubiquitous yellow arrows.  Easy, right? Yes and no.  

Sometimes the yellow arrows were on part of the official signage, either on a post or a stone 

waymarker.  Other times they were crudely drawn or spray-painted on rocks or trees or even 

right on the road.  You really had to keep your eyes peeled.  The other familiar symbol was the 

scallop shell.  If you saw a picture or sculpture of a shell, you knew you were on the right path. 

 The Camino is a great microcosm of the human experience.  It is travelled by pilgrims 

from all over the world and surely some of its transformative power is rooted in that shared sense 

of intent and possibility.  On any given day, you are walking, chatting, laughing, helping, and 

sharing meals with fellow human beings from such distant lands as Japan, Finland, Australia, 

Ireland, and Brazil, to name a few.  We all came from our respective countries, but it was not lost 

on us that we were, in a very real sense, part of a larger global community.  

 



We Begin  

After six days of travel, flying from Boise to Seattle, to Boston, to Reykjavik, to Paris—and then 

trains to Biarritz and Bayonne, we were almost ready to begin.  In Bayonne, we learned that our 

train was not running that day, and it was pouring rain.  Instead, we would be traveling by bus 

with dozens of other pilgrims heading for the Camino.  After hours of hair-pin turns over slick 

mountain roads, we finally arrived at the beginning, the quaint Basque village of St. Jean-Pied-

de-Port on the French side of the Pyrenees.   On the bus, we met Dean from Connecticut.  From 

the get go, it was obvious that Dean, with his generous heart and easy-going way, was a fellow 

seeker who had prepared internally to take this journey.  With Dean and the eager pilgrim throng, 

we made our way through the tapering drizzle, down narrow cobblestone streets to the center of 

town and found our first albergue, Beilari.  

Beilari is the Basque word for pilgrim.  We were warmly greeted with a smile and a pot of hot 

tea, by Joxelu, our first hospitalero.  We learned the house rules, were shown to our bunks and 

instructed to return for the evening meal at eight.   

After settling in, we walked across the street to the pilgrim office, where we obtained our 

credencial, a document that would be stamped at each stop along the way, and then presented at 

the pilgrim office in Santiago, as proof our completed journey.  We also received scallop shells 

to tie to our mochilas, or backpacks.  The scallop shell is a symbol of the Way of St. James, and 

when hung from your pack, identifies you as a peregrino—a pilgrim. 

At 8 PM, about 20 pilgrims gathered on Beilari’s covered patio for drinks, dinner and 

introductions.  In his introduction, Joxelu told us how a few years ago, he came to know that his 



life was to be one of service, and he felt called to be a hospitalero.  In the moment he said this, 

the words “my life is to be one of service” rang true deep within me.  The question of my life’s 

bigger purpose seemed answered in that moment.  I’m no Mother Teresa, but since that fist night 

on the Camino, life seems different.  Tasks that once felt like chores, are now joyful.  It’s not that 

I never have a selfish thought, but there seems to have been a fundamental internal shift—life is 

about helping to ease the way of your fellow travelers.  We are here to walk each other home. 

 

A Day on the Way 

Most days on the Camino begin before the crack of dawn.  Pilgrims rise early to beat the heat, 

quietly packing their mochilas in the dark with the aid of headlamps.  Breakfast is the bread, 

cheese or fruit you were able to scrounge at a tienda the day before.  Sometimes all we could find 

was this weird, prepackaged snack mix called Mr. Corn, which mainly consisted of corn nuts and 

other crunchy foodstuffs. It’s good with beer.  Not a good breakfast though.  

Because of refreshing sleep, the cool morning air, and the colorful sunrise, mornings on 

the Camino provided the most pleasant walking hours.  After stops along the way for food and 

the ever popular pilgrim fuel, café con leche, strong Spanish coffee mixed with milk and sugar, 

the day would heat up, causing us to stop at every available fountain to soak our heads and hats 

in bracingly cold water.  After hiking about 20-26 kilometers, we would reach our day’s 

destination, check into our albergue, get our credential stamped, shower (a slice of heaven to feel 

the dirt and sweat wash off your body), and then do laundry.  With one set of dirty clothes on 

your body, and only one set of clean clothes in your pack, daily laundry was a must.  This was 

usually done by hand, over a sink or 

bucket.  Carrie and I had a system.  

She washed and I wrung the water 

out and hung it all to dry.  

Teamwork!  Mostly, she didn’t trust 

me to get the clothes truly clean.  

Evenings are spent conversing with 

other pilgrims, journaling, napping, 

referencing the guide book for what 

to expect the next day, limping to 

the bar—pilgrims call the stiff and 

sore walking at the end of the day, 

The Camino Shuffle.  For cena, sometimes you could cook your meal, eat at a tapas bar, or join 

in a family-style communal Camino dinner.   And everywhere you go, the traditional pilgrim 

greeting Buen Camino is exchanged.  Buen Camino means “good way” or “good journey.”  We 

said it to passing pilgrims.  Hospitaleros and shopkeepers said it to us.  As we passed through 

Logrono, a group of teenagers hanging out in a park yelled out:  buen Camino!  What if we all 

greeted each other as fellow pilgrims, traveling through life, wishing one another well on the 

journey?   

 

A Hard Day on the Body is a Good Day for the Soul 

Walking the Camino is the hardest thing I’ve ever done physically in my life.  I like comfort.  So 

why do something so painful?  The long distances, rugged ascents, and blistering heat—it will 

bring you to your knees.  At one point on the Camino, David posted to Facebook, saying:  “Mary 

Oliver says something like "you don't have to walk on your knees, a hundred miles in the desert." 



Mary Oliver, however, never met my wife!”  Mary Oliver is right, you don’t have to demolish 

your body for some perceived redemption.  And yet, when the body breaks down, the soul cracks 

open, allowing an opening for that mysterious force some call God to enter in.  One of my 

favorite lines from the documentary Six Ways to Santiago is “A hard day for the body is a good 

day for the soul.”  Doing something physically demanding forces you to truly inhabit your body, 

to feel hunger and thirst, to sweat and ache, to feel pain—and conversely to feel bliss.  On the 

Camino, I have never been so exhausted, and so sore—and I have never felt so much joy—it’s a 

kind of delirious happiness that burbles up from The Source of being.  I also began to take notice 

of the food I ate, with gratitude for it’s freshness and flavor, recognizing that it came from the 

soil, and then became this body, transforming into the energy that propelled me over mountains. 

Most pilgrims were fitter and faster than me.  And many had terrible blisters, crippling 

tendonitis, and all manner of ailments from hard days on the trail.  Somewhere in my Camino 

preparation I’d read the saying of Buddhist teacher Thich Naht Hahn: “with every step, kiss the 

earth.”  This became a mantra.  Every time I felt pain shoot through my ankles, knees or hips, I 

would tenderly place each foot-step on the ground and repeat, “kiss the earth, kiss the earth.”  

Every time I did this, the pain would soon vanish.  Each footstep became a meditation, bringing 

me to the present moment, helping me notice the earth’s splendor, from the sweeping vistas, 

down to the bumblebees pollenating the flowers. 

Kissing the ground with my feet also made me one of the slowest people on the trail.  In 

the mornings, when large groups of pilgrims would start out, David kept pace with them, getting 

to have interesting conversations with people from all over the world.  I was left behind in the 

silence.  And I’m a talker!  At first I thought, “oh, so this is how it’s going to be,” and I had a 

pity party.  Then I realized something.  My slow pace had benefits.  It allowed David the 

opportunity to hone his conversation skills.  It gave me time to meditate and reflect.  And, it was 

helping to keep me injury free.  With every step, kiss the earth. 

 
All Shall Be Well 

With our level of fitness, we knew we would be slow.  And we were. Young people would pass 

us.  Old people would pass us.  There was a guy who was inexplicably pushing a large, heavy-

looking wheelbarrow filled with his stuff.  And he would pass us.  “There goes the wheelbarrow 

guy,” I would say. Knowing our pace, we knew we’d need to make reservations in order to save 

us a spot at an albergue for the end of the day.  It worked well.  For the most part.  Typically, 

most reservations came with a warning: please call a day ahead to confirm.  No problem—we 

had a cell phone—just like they did in medieval times. However, the day before we were to 

travel to the small village of Castrojeriz, we could not get a clear signal and consequently were 

unable to make that call.  I remained optimistic, however.   

The next day we happened to share the trail with a group of university students from 

North Carolina, who were walking the Camino as part of a summer course.  Their professor, Kip, 

was quite the character: he had a bushy, white beard worthy of a pilgrim, he wore funky 

Hawaiian shirts and he had a belly laugh that you could hear down the road.  His students 

affectionately called him “Hippy Kippy,” which seemed to give him delight. As Carrie and I 

made our way with these fellow travelers, I thought to myself: “This is a pretty big group.  I’m 

sure glad we have a reservation.”  

It’s hard to overstate just how good it feels to make it to your day’s destination.  You’re 

wiped out physically.  Your shoulders are aching from your pack.  You’re drenched with sweat 

and you’re ready for a shower, meal, and nap. So when we entered the Castrojeriz city limits, I 



was relieved that our day was done.  That relief was short-lived. I felt slightly uneasy as we 

witnessed many of the college kids hastily enter albergues and then exit them just as quickly 

upon finding out that the albergue was already booked up. There seemed to be a bit of 

scrambling going on.  Good thing we had our reservation, right? 

Finally, up the street, we found our albergue, the Ultreya. I went to open the door.  It was 

locked.  Then I saw the sign—the one sign pilgrims do not want to see.  It read: “Completo—

Full.” My heart sank, but I wasn’t quite willing to let it go.  I rang the doorbell and banged on the 

door.  Carrie and I looked at each other.  “We had a reservation,” I spat.  “We didn’t confirm it,” 

Carrie responded.  “It’s only 12:30!” I yelled.  “Why would you give away a reservation that 

early!” “We didn’t call,” Carrie reasoned. “We tried to call!” I returned, like a toddler heading 

into meltdown mode. “I know,” she said sympathetically.   Dozens of college students ran past 

us.  This did not bode well. 

I like to think I’m a pretty cool customer.  I don’t easily flip out.  Let me just say: I was 

flipping out. Carrie, on the other hand, was calm and bemused by my inability to get over the 

notion that a great injustice had been inflicted on me.  This never happened to me in America! 

Yeah, my privilege was showing.   

I spent the next 30 minutes or so in a sweat-drenched angry panic looking for an available 

bed.  Finally, we followed a group of students who had lined up in front of the Refugio de San 

Juan.  It was closed, but would be open in a couple of hours.  As we got closer, we saw Hippy 

Kippy, directing his students and answering questions.  Carrie asked him how many beds there 

were.  He responded that there were 28.  We quickly began counting the number of packs in 

front of us.  We were about 21 deep.  At that, I felt a bit of relief.  We were going to have a place 

to stay.  

The Refugio de San Juan, like many of the albergues, was rustic and humble. Carrie and I 

staked out a corner bunk, with me taking the top.  (I figured with my long legs, it would be easier 

to climb down in the middle of the night if I had to use the bathroom.)  

We unrolled our sleeping bags onto our beds, and then both of us headed for the shower 

stalls in the co-ed bathrooms. We ended up getting stalls right next to each other. Very romantic. 

As the water poured down and washed the sweat and anxiety away, I began to see how ridiculous 

I had been.  Carrie, let out a little laugh, and then repeated what would become a mantra for us, 

“All shall be well, all shall be well,” and I joined her in finishing the phrase, “And all manner of 

things shall be well.”  We reached over the shower stall walls and clasped hands.   

My worry had been pointless.  My anger revealed an ugly sense of entitlement that didn’t 

sit well with me.  But maybe a little discomfort and uncertainty were the universe’s tools for 

helping me grow, just a bit.   

 

Miracles 

We awoke in Castrojeriz to the sound of angels—actually, it was Gregorian chant played over 

the refugio’s sound system.  After packing our mochilas and eating breakfast, we were among 

the last to leave.  We went through the checklist:  passport, glasses, cell phone, hat—uh oh, no 

hat!  This prompted David to check for his hat.  With a sinking realization, we knew where our 

hats were:  on the table in the restaurant where we’d had dinner the night before.  I ran down the 

road.  The restaurant’s windows were dark and the doors were locked.  Castrojeriz is a small 

town and because of the early hour, all the shops were closed.  It was devastating to know that 

we had a scorching day ahead with no protection from the sun.  Our scalp, ears and necks would 

fry.  What to do?  Having overheard our conversation, Adle from Hungary, a tall transgendered 



woman wearing army pants and bright lipstick, jumped in.  "Someone gave me a hat a few days 

ago, but it was too small for my head.  I bought one that fit me, but I've been carrying this extra 

one around, thinking someone might need it, and here you are!"  She grabbed the spare hat out of 

her pack and handed it to me.  Then she turned to David, "there’s another hat sitting upstairs.  No 

one has claimed it and everyone has left."  David ran back in and now, he had a hat too!  I said to 

Adle, "you are an angel!"  She replied, "a fallen angel.”  I responded, "no, you’re my angel.  This 

feels like a miracle!" "When there is great need," she said, "God is always close by."  With a full 

heart and tears in my eyes, we departed Castrojeriz. 

 

Conversations with Strangers 
As I mentioned earlier, we were on this journey with pilgrims from all over the world. For me, as 

an introvert, it was a chance to share uncomfortable silences and stilted conversations on a global 

scale.  Actually, this was very good for me. Even though I was initially dreading the social 

opportunities of the Camino, I discovered a wonderful thing: my fellow pilgrims weren’t aware 

of my self-identification as an introvert. The couple from Slovenia? Didn’t know me.  Father 

Wilhelm, the German priest? He didn’t know me either, but more importantly, it didn’t really 

matter because simply walking the Camino meant you were automatically part of the club: the 

Fellowship of the Camino.  Conversations, much to my surprise and delight, were easier because 

there was always a subject: the Camino itself.  Instant discussions could be created with a few 

simple questions: “Where’d you start? What made you decide to walk the Camino?” Once those 

questions were answered, you could easily transition to next-level conversations about countries 

of origin, culture, and yes, politics.  I started many a political conversation with “As an 

American, I’d like to apologize for a few things…” Even when language was a barrier, there 

were usually a few understood words, and failing that, there were always charades, animal 

sounds, and simply stating words as a question. It was remarkably effective.  

 

I Carry Your heart 

One of our most memorable nights on the Camino was spent in a small village called Tosantos.  

Upon arrival at the only albergue in town, we were informed that our lodging, a communal 

dinner and breakfast were all provided donativo, by anonymous donation.  The accommodations 

were sparse—sleeping mats on the floor in a cavernous upstairs room.  As I rolled out my 

sleeping bag, I could feel my bones digging into the floor.  

 We showered, did our laundry, and then joined with the other pilgrims in preparing 

dinner.  As we sat down to dine, Jose Luis, our hospitalero, reminded us that our meal was paid 

for by the donations of the pilgrims who had come before, and that we should give thanks for 

their generosity, and pass it on when it was our turn to give.   

After dinner, we were invited to a small upstairs chapel, where we sang Nada te turbe, a 

Taize chant, written by the great Spanish mystic, St. Teresa of Avila.  This song was featured in 

the music of my graduate conducting recital, and in the writing of my master’s thesis.  Me and 

St. Teresa are like this (crossed fingers).  On the Camino, I read her book, The Interior Castle, 

where she describes the transcendent ecstasy of becoming one with The Divine.  St. Teresa was 

my spiritual companion on the Camino.  This year is the celebration of the 500th anniversary of 

her birth—so for me, it was a very special time to be in Spain.   

After singing Nada te turbe, in the small, candle-lit Tosantos chapel, we read scriptures 

and prayers in Italian, Spanish and Korean, the languages of all pilgrims present.  We then drew 

a note card from a folder.  Each card carried a prayer or intention, written by a pilgrim who had 



come before.  We were asked to carry that message with us to Santiago, knowing the note cards 

we left behind the next day, would be read and carried forward by the pilgrims that followed us.  

The card I picked was written by an elderly woman from South Africa.  She expressed gratitude 

for being able to walk the Camino with her husband of 40 years.  She gave thanks for the 

knowledge that we are all truly brothers and sisters, and that no matter race or skin color, we are 

all God's children.  I was deeply moved, knowing the struggle for racial equality in South 

Africa—and humbled to know that I would be carrying her prayer of gratitude with me to 

Santiago.  Although I have never met this woman, I carry her heart with me still.   

The evening closed with a reprise of St. Teresa’s blessing:  Let nothing disturb you, let 

nothing frighten you, one who has God lacks nothing.  Since you’ll soon be singing this in 

Spanish, please repeat after me:  Nada te turbe nada te espante, quien a Dios tiene, nada le falta.  

Nada te turbe nada te espante, solo Dios, basta . . . 

 

Stones from the Road 

One of the most common sights on the Camino are the various crosses. Perhaps the most famous 

example along the way is the Cruz de Ferro—the iron cross.  This cross has special significance 

for pilgrims as it has become tradition to carry a small stone with you at the beginning of your 

journey, bring it to the Cruz de Ferro, and leave it there at the base.  Over the years, pilgrims 

have left stones symbolizing their wishes and prayers.  Some leave their stones in order to 

signify the leaving behind of something that no longer serves them. Others leave stones in tribute 

of those who have passed on from this world.  

Many of the books we read in preparation for our journey describe the “inner Camino,” 

the internal journey that one could take.  Here, these stones were a physical manifestation of the 

inner Camino.  Certainly, prior to reaching the Cruz de Ferro, I had been wrestling with my own 

internal demons—mistakes I had made, past hurts, and my struggles with self-esteem.  One 

particular burden that had haunted me was my troubled relationship with my dad, Russell.  We 

were so different—he was tough, a military man.  I was shy and kept to myself. We rarely shared 

words, but I had the sense that I was an enormous disappointment to him—to have a son that 



didn’t love to shoot, hunt, or fish—the very things he loved the most. He died in 1993, but I 

never stopped trying to understand him.   

And as I walked the Camino, thoughts of him trailed me.  I found myself wishing he were 

still alive so I could talk with him one last time.  I wondered to myself: “Why were we so 

different?”  This thought weighed on me more heavily than my pack.  

I took a minute to look at some of the stones that people had left, reading their messages.  

I could feel the energy of those stones and the messages they carried.  My gaze drifted from 

stone to stone.  Then I noticed one 

stone in particular that had an 

engraved message.  When I saw it, I 

froze, and for a moment forgot to 

breathe.  The stone read: 

“Russell/Dad 1959-1995 Fortitude. 

Humor. Loved. Missed.” Then right 

beside that there was another stone 

that read: “When you can bear your 

own silence, you are free.  Keep 

quiet.”  Now, Russell was my dad’s 

name (and my middle name).  And 

while the dates of the stone weren’t 

exactly the birth/death dates of my 

dad, they were in the ballpark.  Out 

of the thousands of stones, this one 

had found me, and it felt like an answer of sorts to some of the questions that had been plaguing 

me. Both my dad and I did share some commonalities, most notably our taciturn nature.  It felt 

like my dad was telling me: you’re okay how you are. You are loved.  I thought about my dad’s 

fortitude and how I admired that and wished I was stronger for him.  Then I thought: you’re on 

your way to walking 500 miles.  Maybe you have more of dad’s fortitude than you’ve given 

yourself credit for.  I started to tear up at this realization.  He would have loved the idea of the 

Camino.  He would have been tickled that I was doing it.  And just then, I knew I was my 

father’s son.  I did not lay down my stone, but I did lay down a burden there at the Cruz de Ferro.   

 

Lost and Found 

Dark and early one morning, we left the hamlet of Mercadoiro.  We walked with our headlamps, 

looking carefully for the yellow arrows that point the way.  Despite our vigilance, we missed a 

turn somewhere.  We soon found ourselves hopelessly lost, no trail markers to be seen and not 

another pilgrim in sight.   

After wending our way through fields and down unknown roads, we wandered into a 

farm yard.  Our approach to the house set the roosters crowing and the dogs barking.   Awoken 

by the commotion, a sleepy farmer leaned out of his upper story window to see two lost and 

forlorn Americanos.  Simultaneously, David began talking in English, and I in Spanish.  The 

farmer responded with unintelligible (to us) rapid fire Spanish and ambiguous gesture.  More 

emphatically I asked, "Es El Camino allí?" pointing in the direction I thought we should be 

heading.  He yelled back, "si, si!"  What I didn't know, is that at the same time, David was 

pointing in the opposite direction.  We walked back to the main road, David heading one way 

and me the other.  “Where are you going?”  After a heated debate, we decided to head in the 



direction of the city lights we’d seen earlier.  We soon realized our mistake would cost us an 

additional 5 km, making what would’ve been a long, hard day even longer and harder.  After 

bemoaning our fate, we decided to be extraordinarily cheerful.  As we entered the next town, 

Porto Marín, we saw a mountain of stairs, and the conversation went something like this:  "Oh 

goody, stairs!"  "Boy, and I was worried we might not get a good workout today!"  "Hey, race 

you to the top!"  That, I think, was followed by eye-rolling. 

Toward the end of the day, I felt like I might just fall over.  In the town of Ligonde, a 

smiling man stepped from an old stone house and waved.  He explained that he and a group of 

volunteers from Brazil were hospitaleros at La Fuente, a donativo albergue.  We told him we 

had a reservation up the road and needed to move on.  He chuckled, "You can always cancel 

your reservations.  We still have empty beds and we would love to have you stay with us, we 

will feed you and care for you.  The beds here are good.  You will sleep like a baby."  We 

melted.  We pulled out the cell phone and canceled our reservation.    

We settled in with three med students from France:  Mati, Cami and Andrea.  Not long 

after, two teachers and a three girl reggae band from Barcelona arrived.  All the beds were now 

taken.  After showers and an incredibly rustic laundry experience, where we bent over an 

outdoor wash basin in a muddy field—and the cows were literally coming home, walking feet 

away from where we stood— we sat down to a communal dinner of fabulous homemade food.   

After dinner, a candle was passed around the table from person to person.  When you 

held the candle, you could share something about your Camino experience.  Beautiful thoughts 

were expressed—thoughts of burdens released and gratitude found.  One of the hospitaleras 

shared how her husband died of cancer a year ago.  She came to La Fuente to get her mind off 

her troubles, and find healing in helping others.  It was so humbling to be on the receiving end of 

such grace and generosity.  Again, we realized that if things had gone “right,” if we hadn't been 

lost that morning, we would've marched on to our albergue reservation in the next town.  By 

getting lost, we were found. 

Arrival in Santiago 

All throughout our journey, the idea of reaching the end 

seemed unreal, abstract—the stuff at the end of the 

guidebooks. And on our last day, as we made our final 

push into Santiago, up the Monte de Gozo—the mountain 

of joy, the city emerged in the distance, nestled in the 

valley like a Spanish Brigadoon. The city seemed hushed 

as we entered—there weren’t many people out—it was a 

sleepy Sunday morning.  As we got closer to the 

cathedral, we tucked our poles under our arms and Carrie 

and I held hands.  We were in a daze and felt both 

disbelief and happiness that we had arrived at the 

magnificent cathedral that seemed to materialize in front of us.  We looked up at the spires and 

then at each other.  “We just walked 500 miles,” I said, not quite believing it.   

Inevitably, we flowed into the cathedral to attend the noonday mass. It was already filling 

up and most seats were taken.  Then we spotted a familiar face—Dean, our steadfast fellow 

pilgrim and friend that we had met all the way back in the beginning at St. Jean.  It seemed 

fitting somehow to once again meet up with this kindred spirit. The mass was undeniably 

beautiful, but it wasn’t until the botafumeiro—the larger than life thurible—began to sway over 

our heads, that I felt the tears flow.  I saw the flame within the botafumiero, which kindled my 



inner flame.  I felt grateful and profoundly humbled to have made 

the journey, to have traveled not only the physical path, but the 

inner Camino—to shelve some of the old stories that no longer 

served me and to begin to explore new chapters.  

 

The Journey Continues 

A year before the Camino, we began hiking in the Foothills.  I 

remember telling Carrie that it felt like we were starting the 

Camino by doing the Idaho section.  Now, after having been to 

Spain and back, as we hike those Foothills once again, I feel like 

the Camino has not ended, that once the intention to walk was 

committed to, something in us shifted—our stories expanded.  We 

will always be walking the Camino in the sense that one’s 

pilgrimage is not just one path, clearly mapped out, over one 

summer.  It is the pilgrimage of life and we share this journey with each other and with our 

fellow pilgrims.  “Sing out praises for the journey, pilgrims we who venture forth…” 

 

Back Where We Started 

It’s good to be home, but sometimes, I find myself craving the simple life I had on the Camino.  

Carrying all your worldly possessions on your back for over a month makes you realize how 

little you truly need.  I find myself asking, what can I let go of?  What has become a burden?  

The cradling net of love and support I felt all along the Camino, from family, from this 

community, from fellow pilgrims and the people of Spain—I’ve come to realize that I’m always 

connected to that.  I don’t have to walk across Spain.  I just have to plug in.  That great love and 

bliss is always present.  We just have to open, connect and receive. 

In daily living, there is a newfound ease in my effort.  There is less resistance and more 

gratitude.  The drama and panic I used to feel when life got stressful has dissipated.  Life still has 

its challenges, but when my to-do list gets overwhelming or I face difficult situations, I remind 

myself, “you just walked 500 miles, you can do this—just take it one step at a time.”   

 

 

Camino Voices – a Graffiti Collage 

Throughout the Camino there is graffiti—and most of it is positive and encouraging.  We 

recorded the messages they saw along the way—the personal thoughts, bits of poetry, song 

lyrics, advice, and philosophy they read on 

bridges, in tunnels, on way-markers and 

street signs.  This is Camino Voices – a 

Graffiti Collage. 

 

Mas amor, por favor - More love, please! 

 

I want to sing emotionally in the future. 

 

Be sweet with yourself.  Give love, thanks 

and praise!  Let it be.  Energy is flowing:  

Om, shanti, shanti, shanti. 



 

There are only two mistakes that one can make on the road to truth—not going all the way and 

not starting. 

 

Live it up, Drink it down, Laugh it off, avoid the b.s., have no regrets,  

Because at one point . . . 

Everything you did was exactly what you wanted. 

 

The only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be 

saved, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones that never yawn or say a commonplace 

thing, but burn, burn, burn . . .  

 

Soon the sun will set and fade away 

And so will your fear and tiredness. 

Mind that when you think you can’t go on. 

No longer fight the war within.   

 

When you can bear your own silence, you are free.  Keep quiet. 

 

Don’t worry ‘bout a thing, cause every little thing is gonna be alright. 

 

Sometimes we lose our yellow arrow in this life. 

May the spirit of the Camino bring it back to you.   

 

Before we finish, I’d just like to say, every step 

has been better with you.   

 

Faith is the fountain of health. 

 

Dust under my feet, music in my ear, I wander 

through heaven’s heights. 

 

You will become the best person in the world for 

you to be with. 

 

Life is like a rose.  It has thorns, with pain in each 

step—It is also scented with sweet perfume and the fragrance of poetry. 

 

Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, without love, I am nothing. 

 

You may say I’m a dreamer, but I’m not the only one. 

 

I hope someday you’ll join us, and the world will be as one. 

 

Love wins! 

 



Stay hungry, stay foolish. 

 

Spirit, lead me deeper than my feet could ever wander. 

 

Be with someone who makes you happy. 

 

Be someone who makes you happy. 

 

The heart has its reasons, which reason does not know . . . We know truth, not only by the 

reason, but also by the heart. 

 

There is only one way and you are on it, now and always. 

 

We are love. 

 

Buen Camino! 
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