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As we began our journey to West Virginia early the Tuesday morning after Memorial Day, I 
must confess I was not entirely certain of what lay ahead for our small contingent. Although we 
had had a meeting with Mike a few weeks before, during which he had provided some contextual 
background and the general itinerary we would follow, there was still some, well, fuzziness as to 
what to expect of the “Solidarity Pilgrimage” on which we were about to embark. 
Now that our journey has been completed and I reflect upon all that transpired during our trip, 
there are some aspects which affected me in a fashion which are readily discernible. Somethings, 
I am still processing both mentally and spiritually. To be honest, putting into words even a small 
portion of how these individual experiences impacted me and do them justice is not an easy task. 
 
I can say without hesitation that word of the imminent demise of the Church is, to borrow a 
famous phrase, “greatly exaggerated,” if the people I encountered during this time - both young 
and old - are any indication. I think of my van-mates (we called ourselves the “old-timers” as we 
were all above 50, and all the youngsters, 28 and younger, were in the second van) who provided 
lively conversation, sharing life and faith experiences. The young women (and Mike!) who 
joined us in this pilgrimage were simply a delight in every respect. At Nazareth Farm, our first 
stop, we met a group of young people, most of whom were in college, or not long removed, who 
take the God-given mandate to be good stewards of His creation and appreciate it to its fullest 
very seriously, and they do so within a Catholic Social Justice paradigm. They shared their love 
of the natural beauty of the mountains of Appalachia, their zeal for preserving these mountains 
and serving the people who live there, and their hospitality with us.  
 
The men and women from Catholic Charities and the Diocesan Office were equally hospitable, 
and were open and willing to converse about the many struggles and difficulties they routinely 
face within the local West Virginia Diocese; these issues and conditions were re-emphasized 
during the Social Ministries Conference we attended. Tucked away in my little corner of New 
Jersey, I had little knowledge of the challenges confronting the people of this region on a daily 
basis. Who would ever have known the term “Food Desert” existed, and that there were areas 
here in America where the term applies? That this level of poverty can be found in our country 
seems unconscionable. 
 
The positive side of these personal encounters was recognizing the energy, the passion, and the 
steadfast spirit of each and every individual with whom I had the pleasure of sharing 
conversation. Though they may have expressed their faith through their own distinct 
personalities and through the lens of their own experience, their shared commitment to 
Appalachia and its people was inspiring, uplifting, and edifying to my own faith. And though 
there may be significantly different challenges in Appalachia than those we face in our own 
Diocese of Camden due to geography, local culture, and other distinctions, as Catholics we share 
a common language, a common framework from which we develop our worldview, and a 
common concern for the welfare of our neighbors, which prompts us to pursue acts of charity 
and mercy. All of these people and experiences were extraordinarily encouraging when I 
consider them from the angle of the Church “corporate.” I certainly have a renewed sense the 



Church is alive and well from this perspective. It has become obvious to me during my reflection 
this was the “Solidarity” element of the title chosen for our trip.  
 
And yet, from a purely personal perspective, for the first few days after returning home I felt 
what I can only describe as an unsettled spirit, and it persists even now. It is not something that I 
can quite put my finger on. But in a sense, perhaps that is the whole point of a pilgrimage. If all 
the dots are readily and immediately connectable, so to speak, there would be no need for further 
reflection, no need to re-think our perceptions or stretch the boundaries of our own faith, no need 
to continue attempting to glean the spiritual truths from the experience. It seems to me the very 
nature of a pilgrimage is a microcosm of our faith, in general, and the Eucharist in particular. 
There are things which we know to be true, both from what the Church teaches and from our 
own experience, but there is also always that underlying sense of the unknown, that sense of 
recognizing but not completely comprehending the profound mysteries of our faith, which 
constantly draws us to pursue a deeper relationship with Christ, yet always cognizant of the fact 
we will never be completely there. But is it not this fact which propels us to continue our 
pursuit?  
 
So now I get the “pilgrimage” part of the title of our trip. I may never quite come to terms with 
the unsettled spirit this trip has engendered. But because of it, I will continue to reflect upon the 
experiences we shared, and this will cause me to remember fondly all those wonderful people I 
encountered, and it will cause me to take a moment and pray for them. What better result could 
such a trip have?  
 
In conclusion, if by chance anyone who might happen to read this has the opportunity to 
participate in such a pilgrimage, I would highly recommend you seize it. It will no doubt be 
highly rewarding for you personally, and spiritually enriching for your own faith journey. 


