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On the day after Memorial Day, eight pilgrims from the Diocese of Camden left Cherry 
Hill to begin a journey – a pilgrimage – to the Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston, West 
Virginia.  
 
Truthfully, none of us really knew what to expect or why we were going.  But every one 
of us just knew we were being called by the Spirit to an encounter with others. My 
encountering began immediately as we gathered in Cherry Hill because I had previously 
met only one other person of our group. We represented a cross section of the diocese. 
Three of us were from a city or urban environment in Camden County, three from the 
rural areas in and around Mullica Hill and two from Stockton University.  
 
Our journey took us to an environment very different from what we are familiar with here 
in South Jersey.  West Virginia is very rural, we rarely traveled on a road that was flat 
and straight, and, most striking, under 5% of the state’s population is Catholic. No, we 
weren’t in Jersey anymore!  
 
We spent the first day and night with a community of young adults at Nazareth Farm, a 
Catholic ministry that welcomes groups from all over the country for community service 
retreats. The rest of the week we spent working in a food pantry, helping a homeowner 
with repairs to his property, and meeting with representatives from the Diocese of 
Wheeling-Charleston and Catholic Charities of West Virginia. We also had the 
opportunity to visit a mountaintop and see the impact of mountaintop removal coal 
mining on the land and its people. Our final encounter was attending the annual statewide 
social ministries conference that our host diocese organizes. This year its theme was 
Faith, Hope, Love – From Exclusion to Encounter, and our own diocesan director of Life 
& Justice Ministries, Mike Jordan Laskey, delivered one of the conference’s keynote 
addresses. 
 
I am still trying to understand the impact this pilgrimage had on me. Or, more accurately, 
still holds on me. My strongest feelings as I reflect on this experience are joy, satisfaction 
and especially optimism. What I encountered was a Church whose mission and zeal is 
driven by lay and religious who had to come forward and move the Church forward, as 
there are so few priests in the Diocese of Wheeling-Charleston. I was especially filled 
with joy and optimism because so many of the leaders were young adults. The people at 
Nazareth Farm were all under the age of 30. One of the women who led the conference 
celebrated her 33rd birthday on the last day of the conference. During our stay in West 
Virginia sadly we only met one priest, but joyfully we encountered many young lay 
adults leading groups and departments in the diocese. Their understanding of our faith, 
the commitment to the Church’s teachings on social justice and working with the poor 
and less fortunate was impressive. I don’t remember many of us baby boomers living and 
working like that when we were their age. 
 



Our group of pilgrims also had a great impact on my feelings. Half of our group was 28 
or younger. Our young adults were every bit as committed to the Church here in South 
Jersey as the people we met in West Virginia. They all were living the Gospel by serving 
others while also trying to discern their direction in life. They are willing to take risks, 
encounter others, spread the Word, and wander in unfamiliar areas because they believe 
in our Church and its mission. In my parish you don’t see many young adults at the 
Masses. Even fewer are involved in the ministries of the parish. You often hear people 
mention that they are concerned about who will carry on as the older generation 
disappears. In West Virginia, I saw young adults in action. 
 
One of the reasons I decided to join the pilgrimage is that I am at the stage of life where I 
am trying to figure out what to do in retirement. On my journey I saw many young people 
also trying to figure out what to do with their future. Here in Camden we are 
experiencing a steady decrease in the number of priests, merging of parishes, closing of 
schools. In West Virginia I saw where our Diocese will most likely 10 or 15 years from 
now and I saw a model of a Church that can continue to grow and move forward because 
of the role of young adults. Because of the faith, energy and commitment I saw in our 
four young adults from Camden I truly believe the Church in South Jersey will be in good 
hands as I and my fellow baby boomers head off into the sunset. The Holy Spirit works in 
mysterious ways! 
 


