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Pilgrimage, Happiness and Our Deepest Desires: A 
journey in the footsteps of St Ignatius 

This article is adapted from a talk given to students in Rhetoric at St Aloysius College Glasgow, 
Stonyhurst College and Mount St Mary’s College in March 2022.  

Today I’d like to share with you why I think that St Ignatius is someone whose story deserves 
very close attention, particularly if you are at a Jesuit school or have some familiarity with 
other Jesuit works and Ignatian spirituality. The first reason is that St Ignatius was a pilgrim; 
and in the Christian worldview, we are all pilgrims travelling somewhere. Ignatius’ story helps 
us to see with crystal clarity the destination of that pilgrimage. Secondly, the spirituality he 
developed places a huge importance on our innate desires – the things we find within us that 
we really want, as opposed to the things that we think we want. These innate desires are the 
signposts on the pilgrimage, if you like. The show us who we are and what we’re made for. 
So, what are we made for?  

What do you want? 

What do you want? The first time anyone asked me this and was actually interested in the 
answer was probably when I was choosing a university course. I was lucky: I was fairly sure I 
wanted to be a teacher. And when I became a teacher, I would find myself asking the same 
question to my form classes, who were usually students applying for university. If I had to 
estimate a percentage, I would guess that at least 50% of people initially had no idea what 
they wanted. I think a lot of people probably go to university without much of a clear idea 
either.  

So, what do you do when people don’t know what they want? Well, I’d often try to help 
people find a path by digging a bit deeper. I’d ask questions like, what sort of person do you 
want to be? What would you like your life to be like at 30? How do you want to spend your 
time? I was trying to tap into the deep desires of people, not just superficial preferences. And 
I would say that for a lot of them, when they got down to it, said something like: ‘I want to be 
happy’.  For some, that meant doing a job they would love, perhaps in a profession that would 
help people. For others, studying a course they were interested in was more important than 
one that seemed to improve future earnings. Some people wanted a job that would be 
financially rewarding, but often that was because they wanted to give their family the 
standard of life that they had enjoyed.  

St Ignatius on the deepest desires of everyone 

I think the young people I worked with had a lot more maturity than St Ignatius did when he 
was a young man. A lot of the information that we find out about him is found in his writings. 
One source that’s particularly important is his autobiography, which he dictated to another 
Jesuit, Goncales da Camera.  

The picture Ignatius paints of his early life is less than flattering. He says that he was ‘a man 
given over to the vanities of the world.’ He was overly-obsessed with things like how he 
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looked, and having the most fashionable clothes. He was a brawler, a flatterer of women at 
court, hell-bent on gaining prestige and honour. You may know the story of the ’cannonball’ 
moment at Pamplona. It was a hopeless task to defend the city again the French. He knew it 
was hopeless, but he persuaded the soldiers in the city to defend it for honour’s sake. People 
undoubtedly died and were maimed that day because of his vanity.   

It was convalescing in Loyola that he was able to recognise that what he thought would lead 
to happiness – fame, prestige, the hand of a certain lady at court – left him dry, lifeless and 
thwarted. This is an experience of what he would later call ‘desolation’. However, as he 
considered a life of following Christ, and the saints, he experienced ‘consolation’ - a deep 
sense of peace, joy, rightness and meaning. This led him to abandon the life he had known, 
and to search for another one. And the way he chose to search for it was to follow the 
consolation, initially in a very literal way. The disciples left everything they had, and followed 
Jesus; Ignatius decided to do the same. He spent the next few years on the road, going as far 
as Jerusalem, before deciding that the best way he could help people was to become a priest 
and share what he’d learned with them.  

All this walking around – pictured are his worn-out shoes – gave him a particularly important 
insight about what our lives are for, what our deepest desire is. He called this the principle 
and foundation. This is how he puts it, in the language of his time: ‘the human person is 
created to praise, reverence and serve God our Lord, and by so doing to save his own soul.’ 
That is what we are here for; that is the deepest desire of the human heart. The same idea 
was put thus by a French scholar Leon Bloy, who Pope Francis likes to quote: ‘The only real 
sadness, the only real failure, the only great tragedy in life, is not to become a saint.’ That’s 
why we're are all here. That is why every Catholic school and parish exists: to persuade people 
to want to become saints.  

Now, full disclosure, if someone had said to me what I have just said to you when I was 
eighteen, I think I might have said: ‘I prefer the happiness option.’ Lots of people don’t have 
much time for God these days; but everyone wants to be happy. So now, I want to tell you 
about three pilgrimage experiences I had that might help explain why I’m looking for God and 
not for happiness.  

The Camino Frances 

I completed my first walking pilgrimage when I was thirty. I walked the Camino with my father, 
starting in St Jean-Pied-de-Port in the South of France, and ending in the city of Santiago de 
Compostela in North West Spain. It’s been a pilgrimage destination for over 1,000 years, and 
the city is thought to be the burial place of St James. About 200,000 people of all faiths and 
none walk it every year, and for many it can be a life changing experience. It’s a fairly basic 
concept. You get up each morning and follow the yellow arrows that mark the entire way. 
You sleep in hostel dormitories is bunks, and you get a pilgrim meal and a share of a bottle of 
wine every night for €15. It’s well worth the trip just for the people you meet on the road. In 
minutes of walking alongside someone you find out their life story and why they are walking 
the Way. One woman I am still friends with was trying to overcome anger at her parents. 
She’s been a very happy nun, but her parents asked her to leave so that she could look after 
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her niece – her sister was a drug addict and her parents were both in their 80s. Another man 
wanted to set up a language college in Berlin. He told me, ‘I have the skills, I even have the 
money, but I don’t have the guts.’  

One of the reasons I was there was to get over a break-up with my ex-girlfriend. I should 
explain that since I was fourteen I’d always been annoyingly really drawn to priesthood, and 
then the Jesuits, but I convinced myself that I would only be happy if I was in love. I was also 
aware that a religious and priestly vocation would be considered a strange thing to want by 
my friends, therefore the romantic route seemed like the path of least resistance. But 
throughout my 20s the thought irritatingly kept coming back. I had two long-term girlfriends, 
but for no particular rational reason I didn’t want to marry those wonderful women. Even so, 
the loss was still painful. Perhaps I just hadn’t met the right one: that’s what people kept 
telling me. Looking back now, I wonder if I was actually mourning the fact that the path in life 
I thought/hoped might make me happy just hadn’t worked out.  

During the pilgrimage I felt the heartache starting to ease, and the wounds starting to heal. I 
loved the freedom and simplicity of waking up and following the yellow arrows. I also loved 
the sheer adventure of it: I didn’t know who I would meet next. I starter to realise that, in my 
life, perhaps the reason I was 30 and still hadn’t found that ‘something’ I’d been looking for 
was that I’d not been following the arrows in my own life. I felt drawn to priesthood, and I did 
everything I could to avoid it. I tried to make a deal with God to become an RE teacher instead. 
I studied Theology to Masters level, taught RE and was involved in my parish. It was as if I was 
trying to get as close as possible to what I wanted without the risk of actually pursuing it. 
When I got back from the pilgrimage, I figured I had to I decided to get in touch with the Jesui 
Vocations director. Two years later, I entered the Novitiate. And not only did my worries 
about what people might think turn out to be the bad spirit at work, I was amazed that just 
by telling people about what I was about to do – which felt like a place of real vulnerability – 
opened up very meaningful conversations that otherwise wouldn’t have happened.  

So, lesson number one: follow the arrows!  

The Novitiate Pilgrimage 

When you become a Jesuit novice, you are sent on five experiments over the course of two 
years. An experiment is an experience or ‘test’ to help the Jesuits and the novice discern that 
this is what God is calling the person to. One of them is a pilgrimage experiment. You have to 
walk for around one month from one place to another, normally ending at a well-known 
Christian pilgrimage destination. You normally go in twos, just like Jesus sent out the disciples, 
and you have a little emergency money with instructions not to use it! Instead, you have to 
beg for food and a place to stay. If you can’t find any, you don’t eat and you sleep rough. The 
idea is that we learn to trust in providence – God's guidance – and also in other people.  

I walked from Southampton to Canterbury last June with Pavel, a novice from the Czech 
Republic. I don’t imagine that this style of life was what any one of my students had in mind 
when they pictured happiness. It wasn’t my image of happiness either. We were particularly 
worried because we thought people would be reluctant to help us during a pandemic. But 
they did. One day we are walking through a rather posh English village, exhausted. We’d 
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walked 18 miles. And the people at a local Christian church had been (understandably) 
suspicious. We were strangers in fairly decent walking gear who claimed to have no money 
for food and lodgings. It was going to be the first night we would have nothing to eat. We 
were about to leave and find a spot to camp that was hidden, when a woman with a walking 
stick who looked to be in poor health called us over. Her name was Gina. She’d overheard the 
conversation we’d had, and even though she told us she didn’t have enough money to feed 
us both, she took us to a fish and chip shop and bought us a fish supper to share. It was 
incredible generosity.  

Later that evening, we were anxious about where we would sleep. Wild camping is illegal in 
England, and we were told that farmers can get angry if they catch you sleeping on their land. 
We met two men along a lane fixing a Czech motorbike; Pavel identified the make of the bike 
and started a conversation with them. The man who owned the land, they told us, was on 
holiday, so we’d have to move on. But after a while, one of them disappeared, and then came 
back to tell us that he’d phoned the farmer and, much to his surprise, we’d been given 
permission to camp on a beautiful spot. I remember watching the sunset there, thinking back 
over the day and being overwhelmed by a deep sense of peace and gratitude. How many 
people in life get to experience something like that? It was what the philosophers call a 
numinous experience: finding God in a sunset, a fish supper, a Czech motor bike and poor 
woman in bad health. Or better, God finding us through those experiences.  

So, lesson number 2: no one gets grace to do something ahead of time. If God calls you to do 
something or live something, you’ll get the help you need when you need it, and not before. 
Enjoy it: it’s an adventure!  

The COP26 Pilgrimage 

The third experience was on the Jesuit Missions Pilgrimage from Edinburgh to Glasgow in 
November of last year, during the COP26 summit. It culminated in a Liturgy at St Aloysius 
church, followed by a march with other groups seeking to persuade leaders to take the 
challenge of climate change seriously. At the time I was on experiment in a L’Arche 
community in Edinburgh, living and working with three people who had learning difficulties. 
I really didn’t want to go on this pilgrimage because it would interrupt what I was doing in 
Edinburgh; and I thought what I was doing in Edinburgh was far more important. But God has 
a way of surprising us, and this four-day pilgrimage turned out to be the most important of 
my life.  

From the moment we set off from Sacred Heart church in Edinburgh, the Holy Spirit seemed 
to be lighting fires all over the place. Everyone in the group bonded very quickly, there was a 
lot of laughter and good fun, and people were helping each other along the way. One of the 
marks of a Jesuit vocation is spiritual conversation: the art of talking about what matters most 
to people. And every day I spoke with people who shared what was happening in their lives; 
what they longed for; what they struggled with. We ate good food, had sing-songs and even 
ended up having dinner in a night club one evening. It was a snapshot of the kind of vocation 
I was made for – this was me at my best. I thought, ‘well done God, 1-0'.  
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On the second day, we learned that three German-speakers loved to sing and were very good 
at it. We would be walking along and they would break into song. As we walked along the 
canal we approached a tunnel near Falkirk, and they began to sing. The acoustics of the place 
were incredible; one member of the group said he’d never experienced anything like it in his 
life. And in that tunnel, something happened. God spoke to me. Not in an unusual way, but 
rather sometimes a phrase seems to start in your gut and move up to you head. And the 
phrase was: “I am going to ask something of you.” I though, right... What’s coming next. 

Later that night, we celebrated Mass in the parish church in Falkirk. And to understand this 
bit, you need to know that when a Jesuit pronounces his vows of poverty, chastity and 
obedience, he does it in front of the Blessed Sacrament. He’s not making vows to a superior 
or provincial, but the Lord present in the Eucharist. During the Mass, when the priest elevated 
the Host, another phrase came to me in the same way as before. ‘Will you fight under the 
banner of my Son, as a Jesuit?’ It’s an image of election – choosing a way of life – from the 
spiritual exercises. By that phrase I understood it as God asking me to be a Jesuit. I simply 
said, ‘yes, with all my heart.’ So when it comes to vow day, which for us will be September, 
for me it’s not going to be a question of ‘should I or should I not’. I’ll be formalising a 
commitment I made in a church in Falkirk, before the Lord, on a cold November night last 
year.  

So, lesson number 3: Meaning and purpose in life come at the far side a deep commitment. 
It’s nice to have a lot of options; you don’t know where life will lead, and that’s exciting. And 
if we choose one path, it means we aren’t going to choose another one. That’s scary. But in 
my experience, you cannot stand at a crossroads indefinitely and expect to be content there. 

Conclusion 

What’s this got to do with happiness, and what’s it got to do with you? I said earlier that you 
would be better to seek God and not happiness. The three experiences I shared with you were 
stories of me realising that. I want you to know that I think I am a happy person; I think I am 
happier than I have ever been. But that is precisely because I have not been seeking it. That is 
because happiness is not something you pursue directly; it’s what is called a tangential good 
– a by-product of pursuing something else worthwhile. And that something else that we are 
looking for is God. 

One of the best explanations of this almost paradoxical idea I have found is in the writings of 
C S Lewis. He says that we know what we want is God by examining the very act of wanting. 
Every time we get what we want, we aren’t fully satisfied; something else comes along and 
we want that; and so it goes. If we find that we go through life being successful, getting lots 
of the things we want, we still have deep longings within us. The wanting doesn’t stop. We 
don’t want to be fulfilled now-and-again, we want complete fulfilment; we don’t learn 
because just want to know some true things, we seek truth itself; we don’t want to be loved 
some of the time, we want love itself. Our desires point the way: we are looking for something 
that can fulfil all of us; and that something is God.  

Want to be a saint. That’s why we’re here. And the way Ignatius would tell you to do that is 
by being yourself, or better, by becoming yourself. God deals with us as us, not as someone 
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else. Our character, our understanding, our inclinations are what he uses. Most of you 
probably don’t feel that is to be a priest or religious sister, though some of you might. But 
whatever it is that draws you, following that is the road on which God will find you.  It’s a 
great adventure. You’ll make mistakes; God uses them too. Go on pilgrimage; make your life 
a pilgrimage. How boring Lord of the Rings would have been, if Frodo had sat in his hobbit-
hole and not bothered trying to get to Mordor. When we take to the road, the Lord finds us; 
he calls us by our name; and then we discover who we really are.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


