
!

!

An Occasional Paper 
Number 6 
1998 

Pilgrimage and the 
Desire for Meaning 
 
By: Bonnie Wheeler 





1. The State of the Question

What do contemporary scholars think is at stake in the study of
pilgrimage?

One ordinarily thinks pilgrimage is travel performed as an act of
devotion to places considered by the community of believers to be
holy. Which are those places? Sites of pilgrimage devotion stud the
earth from its deepest caves to its seas and skies.2 Almost all religious
traditions find the sacred in some place and celebrate movements to
and from this place. In the Jewish traditions, one thinks of Jerusalem.
In the Christian traditions, one includes Rome with Jerusalem; in the
European Catholic traditions, one wraps in such older sites as
Canterbury and Compostela with the modern Lourdes and Fátima. In
the United States, one thinks of the Mormons’ Salt Lake City and of





tic tourism into pilgrimage. In Kyoto, we saw a note posted that The
Ceremony of the White Horse would take place the following morn-
ing at the Shinto shrine of Kamigamo a bit outside the city. Although
we couldn’t find any further information about the event, we made our
way with some difficulty to the shrine—and just in time. It was the



or reflect sacredness, and that people therefore longed to leave the
security of place—to go out of place, to “goon on pilgrimages” to
those places, for the knowledge, will, and desires of the god who acts
in history is known to particular people in particular places. The spa-



tact with the sacred by returning home, and they often bring some new
quality—moral, spiritual, or even material—as part of the pilgrimage
memory. This basic movement of the journey itself is often a highly
ritualized processional, of coming and returning. During various Holy
Week processions in Jerusalem, or during ritual processions inside
and around Mecca that move to and from the Ka‘ba, or during the rit-
ual movements of the Torah scrolls in the synagogue, one approaches
and retires. In unusual cases, some pilgrims become immigrants, but
ordinarily the pilgrim is a vessel who, once filled with sacred contact
at the holy place, then returns home. While we know that pilgrimage
is a cycle, its modes of regeneration for pilgrim groups are unclear.
The routes and processes of return have not been adequately studied







the qibla in our space age—what does an astronaut do to find the
proper direction when flying outside of earthly coordinates?”17

Sometimes pilgrims don’t get “there,” and sometimes they don’t
come back. Elvis Presley’s Graceland has attracted permanent pilgrim
immigrants,18 and one continuing phenomenon of pilgrimage is that
many pilgrims are for generations in the process of traveling toward
Mecca. Recent anthropological work has concentrated on dozens of
impoverished, deliberately temporary communities of transient pil-
grims all across the Sudan. These peregrini (to use the Latin under-
standing of that term as “resident alien”) of Muslims from West Africa
(predominantly Northern Nigeria) consider themselves on pilgrimage
to Mecca, even though many of their families have long lived (some-
times as long as five generations) in the same area of the Sudan. “And
not only do they define themselves as being on their way; to the out-
side observer, they live and act as if they were on the way. Their
Sudanese hosts, too, accept this self-ascription, commonly addressing
them with the revered title of ‘



Jerusalem, and Muslims built the Dome of the Rock on the platform
of the Temple, leaving only the Western Wall (the Wailing Wall) as a
site of pilgrimage for Jews. The very name of the city was expunged;
the Romans re-named it Aelia Capitolina. But by the time 300 years
later that Constantine recreated the city, the Christian image of the
encircled Heavenly Jerusalem had so impressed itself on early-
Christian culture that “the image made the city: it was not the city that
made the image.”21

What Jerusalem and the Holy Land around it offer their pilgrims
is the chance at least to walk in the footsteps of sacred history by vis-
iting sacred sites where each of their traditions believe significant
events in the history of salvation occurred. With all its other mean-
ings, and more than any other place, Jerusalem continues to represent
the contest for sacred space, for Jerusalem is the sacred city par excel-
lence for Jews, Muslims, and Christians. And not just the city.
Jerusalem is surrounded by a considerable stretch of sacred geogra-
phy: Hebron lies to the south, and there pilgrims can visit the tombs
of Abraham and Sarah and other patriarchs and matriarchs. Hebron
has been a site of particular conflict. In 1929 Hebron saw the massacre
of the Jews in the mosque traditionally shared by Jews and tolerant
Muslims, and just a few bitterly remembered years ago, Muslims at
worship in that mosque were massacred by a Jewish settler. Bethel,
where Jacob wrestled with the angel, lay to the north of Jerusalem;
Christians would add the site of Jacob’s well, where Jesus later met
the much-married woman. To the south, in Judah, is Bethlehem,
where Constantine built a big basilica; now it is the site of mounting
tensions between Christian Arabs and Muslim Arabs. Less architec-
turally notable is Nazareth, even though it is there that the gospels say
that Jesus first announced his mission to his neighbors. Jericho, to the





Glenn Bowman says, “Jerusalem does not, in fact, appear so much as
a holy city but as a multitude of holy cities—as many as are the reli-
gious communities which worship at the site—built over the same
spot, operating at the same moment, and contending for hegemony.”23

The contest over sacred space conveys itself in other arenas as
well, often in instances when sacred and civic goals compete and/or
enmesh. Public and processional pilgrimages often forge and assert
ideas of community even while contesting them—and thus demon-
strate a principle of confluency. Two modern pilgrimages in France
illustrate forms this tension takes as an oscillation and accommoda-
tion between sacred and civic space. In the Middle Ages, the early cult
of Martin of Tours (374–397) was so vivid to Christians that Tours
became an important link on the chain to Santiago as well as a goal in
itself; the burial tomb of Martin served to reposition the ancient city
as secular space was organized around the sacred, but the shrine was
destroyed in the French Revolution because it was thought to have too
many royal and military links. From 1860, however, when the tomb
of Martin of Tours was dramatically rediscovered, pilgrimage to his
shrine church in Tours was promoted in an attempt to reclaim France
from anti-clericalism and secularism. Long reviled when not ignored,
the pilgrimage to Tours was fully revived. The cult of Martin, patron
of the masculine French military, easily accommodated strains of sec-
ular nationalism, especially anti-Prussian sentiments. The coincidence
of the 1918 declaration of Armistice with the feast of Martin was read
as confirmation of the saint’s righteous intercession, a patriotic meld-
ing of the goals of church and state. “Close to the saint’s tomb may be
seen the simple homage of a believer for whom France’s sacred war
was won through prayer, military strategy, and action: ‘To saint
Martin 11 November 1918 Foch Marshal of France.’”24

Orléans, the site of the presumed “miracle” of Joan of Arc’s mil-
itary victory over the English in 1429, presents an annual city pageant
on the eighth of May, suspended only in time of war, that draws pil-
grims and nationalists from all of France. The pageant dates from
1435, long before the trial that led to Joan’s ecclesiastical rehabilita-
tion. In 1929, to celebrate the 500th anniversary of Joan’s victory, to
commemorate her canonization in 1920, and to memorialize the
warmer relations of church and state, a pilgrimage to Orléans and a
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presentation of the city pageant culminated in a highly formalized,
separate-but-equal ceremony honoring Joan. Identical platforms were
erected on either side of the town square for the civic and church par-
ties. Gaston Doumergue, the president of the Republic, along with
Raymond Poincaré, président du Conseil, led the civic party, while
Cardinal Lepicier, the papal legate, led the clerical group. Poincaré
broke the carefully rehearsed ritual with a memorable statement about
shared space:

My lord cardinal, my presence here today and that of
my government means that the French Republic is
neither atheist nor antireligious, but traditional-
ist.…Like all great nations, France knows that it must
adapt its traditions to present necessities. But it also
knows that it cannot deny those traditions without for-
swearing itself. And it rejoices, here in Orléans, in
Joan of Arc who is at once a national heroine and a
saint of the Church, to find again its traditions, nation-
al and Christian.25

Simultaneous, contradictory perceptions of space mark certain pil-
grimage routines.

Space in Jerusalem then differs significantly from space in
Mecca: the hajj carves Islamic unity into space in Mecca; in
Jerusalem, pilgrims bring their own maps, their own cultures and
practices, with them. A third model is provided by pilgrimage in
medieval Europe, for during the Middle Ages, Europe carved its
roads, monasteries, churches, and cities to impress its pilgrim goals
on space itself. Individual believers and Christian communities nego-
tiated their lives through private as well as processional journeys to
sacred sites. All Christians, as was the church itself, were seen in
Augustine’s powerful articulation, as moving on pilgrimage. This
world, in Columbanus’s statement, is but a mirage, a temporary (if
enticing) exile from the permanent heaven beyond it. Those who
chose the monastic life of monks and nuns most fully embodied the
life of the Christian pilgrim who lived out this understanding of
“unstable” life as a state of spiritual and physical exile. In the early
Middle Ages, and especially in Irish and English Christianity, wan-
dering ascetics often celebrated their homelessness as a superior form
of religious life: the metaphor of pilgrimage was inscribed in the
enactment of pilgrimage in order to yoke Christian theory to Christian
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The several radiating medieval pilgrimage routes to Compostela
converged at Roncesvaux in the Pyrenees; these routes were under-
written both by those who wanted to sustain and those who wanted to
subvert local or supralocal powers. Over the course of the eleventh
through the thirteenth centuries, the roads were richly elaborated until
the whole route became a dazzling “Broadway of saints, relics and
reliquaries.28 The cockleshell swiftly became the symbol of the
Santiago pilgrim. This multivalent symbol of perfection represented
geometry, baptism, Venus—whose shrine is not far away from
Santiago on the Spanish coast—and the Virgin Mary. The pilgrim
shell became and remains the reigning symbol of medieval Christian
pilgrimage, more universally recognized than even the palms of
Jerusalem.

The story of Santiago is one of the great medieval mythic agglom-
erations. Three Jameses are synthesized into one: St. James is a myth-
ic blending of two apostles (James the Greater and Lesser, with
James, the “brother of the Lord” and first bishop of Jerusalem, prob-
ably the author of the Epistle of James). Elements of all three get con-
fused and put together in medieval Spanish stories, but they are final-
ly combined in this figure thought from before the first millennium to
be a kinsman of Christ. This blood kinship was so important that some
bishops of Santiago claimed to outrank the Pope, who is a successor
merely of the apostle Peter. The myth seems to have originated in the
first half of the ninth century but saw many subsequent improve-
ments. James, one was told, went to Spain to spread the Gospel and
was martyred there near the city of Saragossa. Saragossa fell to the
Muslims and many Christians converted to Islam. Santiago was so
disgusted by Christian infidelity that his relics decided to abandon
Saragossa. In the middle of one night, his stone coffin picked itself up,
rose in the air, went down to the River Ebro, floated downstream to
the Mediterranean, sailed south and west through the Straits of
Gibraltar into the open Atlantic, turned north and came to rest in a lit-
tle Galician village harbor. Bishop Gelimer, about the year 814 (the
year of Charlemagne’s death), had a vision in which it was revealed
to him that Santiago’s bones were now lying in an old cemetery called
Compostela (field of the stars). Pilgrims clustered. In 997 the terrible
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Moor Almanzor destroyed the original church of Compostela, but he
didn’t destroy the tomb of St. James, since Muslims revered Christ as
a prophet and considered his disciples holy men: the cult of Santiago
prospered. In one tradition, the Apostle became Santiago Matamoros,
James the Moor Slayer (an attribution remembered on the Texas-
Mexico border). Santiago Matamoros is said to have materialized
again and again throughout the centuries of the Reconquest and to
have turned the tide of battle after battle, sometimes in one battle slay-
ing as many as 75,000 Moors by himself. A different, gentler image
of Santiago is also carved into the stone and the imagination of the
Middle Ages; it represents Santiago himself as a pilgrim with the
cockleshell, as if he is also making his own way to his own shrine.29

Space and time nostalgically ricochet in this image.
The Santiago pilgrimage mapped much of Western Europe in the

high Middle Ages—the eleventh through thirteenth centuries—with
an increasing absorption of roadways into the arena of sacred space.
Routes were elaborated to encourage sacred tourism, with increasing-
ly frequent “roadstops” for visits to relic-laden churches in the newest
architectural styles or to local shrines. Christian pilgrimages to local
folk shrines were and are sometimes quite specialized, even idiosyn-
cratic. Some even cause us to interrogate our definitions of
“Christian” and of “sacred.” Take, for example, one inverse (if not
perverse) folk pilgrimage, that of the narcotraficantes, drug traffick-
ers, to the shrine of Jesús Malverde in Culiacán, in the Sierra Madre
region of northern Mexico. During the course of the twentieth centu-
ry, Malverde’s story has congealed as a variation on the Robin Hood
theme. Resentment of class and economic inequities fueled the
1910–1917 Mexican revolution; these resentments were tied to a view
of the institutional Catholic church as a tool and ally of the repressive
upper class. “Substitution” stories (always a feature of spiritual histo-
ry) of local, anti-establishment folk santos who disrupted and foiled
traditional authorities gained popularity, attracting adherents whose
pilgrimages and worship replicated parallel rituals attached to import-
ed saints. The myth of the bandit Jesús Malverde, who may original-
ly have been an outlaw named Jesús Mazo, hanged in 1909, goes into
the gruesome, beyond the ordinary life of Robin Hood who robbed
from the rich and gave to the poor. It is reported that “a rural police-
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man shot an arrow into Malverde’s leg. When the wound developed
gangrene, Malverde asked an associate to turn his body over to the
police after his death in order to collect a reward on his head. The
reward money was to be distributed among the poor. According to the
legend, enraged police hanged Malverde even after he was dead.”30

On Malverde’s feast day in May31, pilgrims gather at his shrine in a
large blue shed across the street from the state capitol in the notorious
drug trafficking city of Sinaloa. The narcotraficantes and local farm-
ers are attracted to Malverde’s “outlaw mystique”32 and believe that
proper devotions to the folksaint will guarantee an abundant opium
poppy and marijuana crop. At his family chapel, Amado Carrillo
Fuentes (the Mexican drug lord who died in August of 1997) kept an
effigy image of Malverde, a kind of “family” saint whose intercession
guarantees safe delivery of drugs to the United States. Just as pilgrims
to Santiago wear scallop shells, pilgrims to Sinaloa wear Malverde
scapulars. Hitmen reputedly ask him to bless their bullets. Completing
the circle, narcotraficantes provide the Jesús Malverde Funeral
Service free to the local poor. 
3. Pilgrimage and Desire

“Thanne longen folk to goon on pilgrimages”

Why do people want to go on pilgrimage? Like Malverde’s nar-
cotraficantes, Chaucer’s pilgrims go on pilgrimage because they want
to give thanks, to make satisfaction to the saint who helped them. But
human desires are never uncomplicated, never entirely direct. David
Lodge’s Small World: An Academic Romance tells the story of pro-
fessorial travels. Yearning for fame and adventure (rather than a
search for the sacred) takes faculty away from “home” institutions to
international meetings. “The Modern Conference,” he says, “resem-
bles the pilgrimage of medieval Christendom in that it allows the par-
ticipants to indulge themselves in all the pleasures and diversions of
travel while appearing to be austerely bent on self-improvement.”33

The desire for sacred journey encompasses as many motives as
the imagination holds. People go on pilgrimage out of guilt and grate-
fulness, to honor vows made in moments of terror, to beg for help and
(most often, it seems) for health, to seek miracles, to bond with their
kind and kin, to do penance and to receive punishment, to avoid debts,
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to make money, to avoid their physical confines, to seek the marvels
of the world. Pilgrims assuage a basic fear—fear that there is no
“there” there. They seek solace in space for the anxiety of human



***
The Face of God is hidden but the rictus of death is ever present.

Pilgrimage to the sacred variously presumes or asserts that life is
meaningful: pilgrimage provides a shape to the presumption or hope
for meaning. In the late thirteenth century, Dante expressed that idea
as profoundly as any artist when, mid-way in his own life, caught in
a forest of sin and meaninglessness, he felt lost in anxiety. He forged
a response to his pain in his poem, The Divine Comedy, a pilgrimage
which drew all space and history into the presence of the sacred.
Dante casts himself in the role of the solitary pilgrim who is able to
see God because he has learned to know and desire God properly. He
has moved out of the broken self into a whole. 

This is one model of how to live as if life has meaning and per-
spective, as though one can achieve a totalizing grasp on “truth.” This
way of thinking has not disappeared with empiricism and the modern
secular mentality. Toni Morrison’s explicit project as a writer is to
resuscitate what she calls “discredited knowledge,” myths that 
“point … the way.”37 Alongside and in addition to our contemporary
ideologies, that is, many people lead “medieval” lives. In his recent
novel Medieval in L.A., Jim Paul tells the story of a weekend pil-
grimage to Los Angeles, where he falls into what he calls his medieval
self:

This was the essential medieval thing, that I
assumed the world, moving toward it from my own
intentions, from my names for it. The underlying
premise, that one’s own position was universal, that
one’s meaning was the world, this was the main flow,
it seemed, and the modern moment had been but an
eddy.

So I’d failed in my thinking. So be it, I thought.
I’d be medieval.38

As Paul understands, this expectation of a totalizing “truth” is but
a myth of mastery. And an expectation of one universal meaning, of
congruity with the sacred, or of wholeness, is not the whole of
medieval thought, which always seethed with discourses of fragmen-
tation that saw life itself is an interruption. Chaucer begins The
Canterbury Tales, his poem on pilgrimage, with:

“Whan that April with his shoures soote

Pilgrimage and the Desire for Meaning

19



The droughte of March hath perced to the roote”
“Perced to the roote”: the earth’s vital impulse in the face of absence
or death is matched by the human yearning to go on pilgrimage. Life
is the struggle of restlessness against rest; this piercing into life exiles
us from our quiet roots. 

Augustine, a restless man, who more than most constructed the
image of life as pilgrimage, described his desire for God, his pilgrim’s
goal, as a desire for rest: “I have no rest until I rest in You.”39 The
original fantasy is that we are always broken, that wholeness escapes
us. Chaucer’s poem shows us how nature and culture are pierced and
propelled by restless desires, in some cases the desire to go on pil-
grimage that creates selfhood and tests its limits in space. (“When you
travel,” says Elizabeth Hardwick in Sleepless Nights, “your first dis-
covery is that you do not exist.”) Pilgrimage is an antidote to absence.
Purposeful human movement to the sacred persists as a profound
affirmation of human agency. Pilgrimage is a way of provoking and



Appendix: Anthropologies of Pilgrimage

What is the modern history of pilgrimage studies? Until recently,
most analyses of pilgrimage have focused on its Christian forms.
Durkheim’s 1912 classic, The Elementary Forms of the Religious
Life, provides one grid on which scholars have assessed models of
“the sacred” and of pilgrimage.40 Durkheim characterized religious
festivals in small-scale, aboriginal societies as unifying, morally re-
energizing institutional moments; subsequent historians and anthro-
pologists have often invoked his functionalist theory of cultural
coherence and applied it to large-scale cults. However, an alternative
paradigm (mentioned above) found favor in the late 1970s. This new
model, still the best-recognized anthropological and institutional
model for the study of pilgrimage, was developed by Victor and Edith
Turner in their 1978 study, Image and Pilgrimage in Christian
Culture. Their mentor, Arnold van Gennep, developed the fundamen-
tal vocabulary about rites of passage,41 those transitions that are
marked by three phases: a separation or detachment from the ordinary
leads to an ambiguous “outsider” status, a “betwixt and between”
phase of ambiguity—a walking on the margins termed “liminality’—
which is finally resolved into a new stability (aggregation) and the
resumption of ordinary life.42

The Turners apply this model of change to the elliptical journey
of Christian pilgrimage. They identify pilgrimage as a transitional
state, not just as a break with but a reversal of one’s prior state. They
argue that Christian pilgrimage subverts and potentially transforms
rather than reinforces the dominant social order. Developing a dialec-
tic between so-called “primitive” and Christian rites of passage, they
argue that sacred pilgrimage rites in small-scale societies: 

are involuntary, take place at prescribed times, are
undertaken by groups, and, most of all, serve to bol-



Pilgrimage, in other words, is a liminoid (if not quite liminal) phe-
nomenon that is at least partially anti-structural, and “to the degree
that it strips actors of their social personae and restores their essential
individuality, it is the ritual context 





confluent: concurrent in motion, flowing together through space as
well as time. This state of confluency characterizes not only groups
with differing needs and beliefs traveling to the same sacred site, but
also individual persons whose private and often competing desires,
drives, and identities co-exist, flowing together beyond the margins of
the corporeal into the corporate. I argue further that confluency may
be what constitutes community, especially ethical community, in a
self-consciously complex world.

This is not merely an affirmation of difference, the “new ortho-
doxy,” as Jonathan Dollimore terms it, of postmodern virtue that risks
being “a sentimental charity concealing a more fundamental indiffer-
ence.”55 In “The Commitment to Theory,” Homi Bhabha (one of post-
modernism’s most eloquent practitioners) is skeptical about 

ways in which cultural theory uses the “Other” to
deconstruct the epistemological “edge” of the West;
the problem being that the “Other” is cited, quoted,
framed, illuminated, encased in the shot-reverse-shot
strategy of a serial enlightenment while at the same
time losing its power to signify, to negate, to initiate
its desire, to split its “sign” of identity, to establish its
own institutional and oppositional discourse. Even as
otherness is being affirmed it is also being fore-
closed.56

Thus, no ethical or even workable community can merely give lip ser-
vice to the rights of the “Other” in its field of vision and experience
with whom it in not (for any reason) in sympathy. In “Us and Them,”
S.P. Mohanty argues that at the same time that we need to respect and
acknowledge cultural difference, we (intellectuals and citizens alike)
need to search for common space. He argues for a concept “of agen-
cy as a basic capacity which is shared by all humans across cultures.
And in understanding the divide between “us” and “them,” it is this
common space we all share that needs to be elaborated and defined.”57

In my theory of confluency, common space provides the model by
which we can understand varieties of practices as they change and
varieties of routes as they are traversed unlike the notion of “common
ground,” this theory of confluency suggests not only a place to stand
but a way to move. As I said above, this theory of confluency helps us
understand what is common in common space; it honors both the divi-
sion and the connection between the individual and larger communi-
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ties. “Understanding is a re-discovery of the ‘I’ in the ‘you,’” Karl
Morrison argues in I Am You.58 “The self is a subject involved in an
ongoing process of knowing other subjects; what it knows of itself is
primarily its capacity to engage in this ongoing process of change and
growth.” Postmodernist theorists postulate theories of hermeneutics
on the interpretation that all human persons and all cultures are (in
either a direct or a metaphorical sense) texts to be read.59 Morrison
insistently shifts the metaphorical ground in order to recuperate a
sense of meaning and of meaningfulness; he moves us from the post-
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