
 I want to begin my homily by describing two memorable trips I’ve 

made. There was my backpacking trip through Europe in the Spring of 

1982, when I took a leave from the University of Washington and 

decided to explore Europe. I had no agenda or itinerary. I would travel 

until my money ran out. I would see whatever I wanted to see. I stayed 

in Youth Hostels mostly. I linked up with people along the way for a few 

days, but mostly I was on my own. 

 The other journey was the pilgrimage to the Holy Land I took in 

2008 with Archbishop Brunett and about 80 lay people from the 

Archdiocese. I served as chaplain. I got mass ready every day wherever 

we were. I preached if the Archbishop asked me to, heard confessions, 

etc. We travelled in two buses throughout Galilee and all the sacred 

places around Jerusalem. 

 I retain clear memories of both trips, but the experiences were 

very different because of how I saw my role on each. On my 

backpacking trip I was a tourist. Nobody told me what to do. I decided 



myself what I wanted to see, but I didn’t really have a plan or 

destination in mind. 

 In 2008 I was not a tourist, but, as I said, a pilgrim. That had a very 

different feel. I was part of a group. I was not in charge, the Archbishop 

was -- and there was a clear itinerary. We were following the well-worn 

traditional trail of holy sites. And we had a goal. We weren’t sight-

seeing, we were holy-site praying – to encounter God.  

This is the first Sunday of Advent, the season when we prepare for 

the coming of Christ. Towards the end of Advent, we look to Christmas, 

but in the first weeks we contemplate the Second Coming of Christ at 

the end of human history. In the Gospel today we hear, “Watch . . . you 

do not know when the lord of the house is coming.” In our second 

reading St. Paul says, “wait for the revelation of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

He will keep you firm to the end, irreproachable on the day of our 

Lord.” There’s a sense here that salvation history has its set course 



through time, and that we are each journeying toward that ultimate 

day and encounter with Christ. 

 So, do you live your life’s journey more as a tourist or a pilgrim? 

The sociologist Zygmunt Bauman once used the two roles, pilgrim and 

tourist, to describe the different mind-sets of people living before the 

modern era, and people living today. In the pre-modern West people’s 

lives were seen as one long pilgrimage. Bauman meant that they lived 

their lives along a relatively set path -- along with everyone else they 

knew, mindfully heading for a clear goal – God in heaven.  

But, he said, modern people seek to live their lives more as 

tourists. They – we – want to chart our own individual course in life – 

according to our changing desires. We want to do what we want to do. 

We seek to transcend structures and limits imposed from the outside, 

seeing our escape from them as freedom. 

 But a life lived without limits lacks direction. Think of water. 

Without boundaries, it’s a swamp. With banks, it’s a river – going 



somewhere, channeled, but clear. In some ways my backpacking trip 

was the modern dream come true. I choose to make this trip. I left 

behind the structures of my life – job, family, classes, grades, a career 

path – and set out on a path of my own choosing. Isn’t that what 

modern stories are often about? Their heroes break free from what is 

holding them back from being themselves. And, in that breaking free 

from social constraints, find their true happiness. 

Only, that isn’t always the ending. My trip across Europe ended 

early, before my money ran out. Certainly, I had some fun times. But 

eventually I got tired of the constant moving. I missed people back 

home. After just five weeks I was done with being a tourist. 

 Bauman, although he was no Christian, was on to something. Life 

is meant to be a pilgrimage, regardless of whether we’re pre-modern 

people or citizens of the 21st century. By that I mean we are meant to 

be guided by boundaries, to commit to traveling through life as part of 

a community – a family, a nation, the Church. We’re to learn to accept 



that we’re not in control of the itinerary. And our life-journey has a 

goal, Jesus Christ, as we pray our way through the days and years 

heading to that ultimate encounter. In short, we’re meant to live lives 

within limits. And that, paradoxically, at least to a modern person, is a 

source of human happiness. 

 But we 21st century Americans tend to run away from such social 

commitments, duties, and natural limits. We’re suspicious of vocations 

such as marriage, the priesthood, or religious life – where we’re called 

to make life-long vows. Who wants to limit one’s options? What if my 

desires change? We don’t want to stay in one place and set down roots 

in a community. We’re always on the move. We don’t want any 

limitations on our choices. We struggle against familial or social norms 

and expectations. We want to live our lives like tourists. 

 Truth be told, I didn’t really want to go on that pilgrimage. The 

Archbishop “asked” me to go – and I knew it wasn’t really optional. I 

just found myself on the pilgrimage. Like life, there was a givenness to it 



that seemed coerced, but that, once accepted, opened me up to new 

experiences of faith. The role in which I’ve found happiness in life has 

been this chaplain’s role for the community on our common pilgrimage, 

even with, or rather because of, the limits and boundaries that has 

entailed. Limitations, boundaries, and a channeled life lead to greater 

growth, deeper roots, and a clearer focus on what really matters.  

Think about your own life today. As we begin Advent and once 

again consider our life’s journey toward our final encounter with Jesus, 

are we rebelling against any commitments we’ve made in life, or limits 

that circumstances or our community imposes? To decide whether that 

resistance is wise or self-destructive we might first each ask ourselves, 

“Am I trying to live my life more as a tourist or as a pilgrim?” 


