BY THE WAY

Tonight I saw again that weird phenomenon, the old moon cradled in the new.  You have probably seen it too, at times.  It happens on a clear night, and when the moon is setting, probably with its wafer thin crescent horizontal, it appears to hold, as in a dish, the shadow of the rest of its circle.  It always seems to me like a sign, or a portent, though whether it bodes well or not, is not clear.  It seems to give notice that something exciting is about to happen.  I saw it two years ago before setting off on a memorable musical holiday to Seville, the Spring after my wife died, when I began to wake out of the numbness of grief into much more confused emotions.  Each time I’ve seen it since, it excites me, because there’s something worth living for again.  Call me a lunatic, if you will!

As it happens, I’ve been thinking a lot about the long pilgrimage I made last year, and just this evening I got an e-mail from the two French chaps I had walked (and dined) with in Spain, to say that they were setting off on another of the routes to Compostella, this time the one from Arles in Southern France.  They hope to get as far as Toulouse in a fortnight, and next year go over the Pyrenees to where the route joins up with that from the west of France.  This made me wish I could join them again, but right at present, with a replaced hip and two crutches, this would be a tall order!  Mind you, on my first day in Spain last year, I encountered a girl with a withered body wheeling herself along part of the Camino, accompanied by an able-bodied friend.  Given the roughness of the path, it must have been very uncomfortable for her, but it proves that you don’t have to be physically whole to enjoy the experience.

So being confined to barracks while my muscles mend, I have been putting all those photos I took last year into an album, and reliving the joys, and hardships, of the Way.  A friend said this was rather old-fashioned, and he kept all his on his computer; was going to buy one of those electronic picture frames connected to his computer to have a rolling picture show on the mantle piece.  Yes, well…  It’s actually quite challenging trying to remember just where all those views were taken (and does it matter anyway? It’s all northern Spain, Galicia, South-West France…).  But with the help of the guide books I used, I think I can identify most of the shots.  The only trouble is, I will probably go back to work before I’ve written all the names in!

William Masterson - April 2008
But other things too have made me think on the pilgrimage I made.  As I have said before, one of the most striking things I found was the readiness of fellow pilgrims to be friendly and helpful.  I would start off each day not knowing were I was to end up, or what I would meet on the way, and always I found that things turned out well, eventually.  Even when I had to rest because I was in agony from my leg, and people helped me to get up and make it to a hotel (which happened towards the end) I found that trusting in Providence was all that was necessary.  So it has been with this other journey I have made – to Barnet General Hospital and back, having exchanged some bone for a bit of metal – I had no idea if it would turn out well, but all I could do was trust and hope.  And, just as on the Camino, I found that lots of people offered me their support, whether with good wishes, or lifts home, or by visiting.

You may say, this is all fine, but we all do that, we all experience that.  Well, if so, that’s great.  But I think it is worth recognising that we do need other people to help us along the Way, and to thank them properly, and to give as good as we get.  It seems to me that this is the best of humanity, and as such, partakes of the divine too.  It is God in action here on earth.

Those of us who attended the recent Confirmation Service in St Giles last Sunday (6th April) will also have been aware of God on earth.  It was the most beautiful occasion, led with warmth and humour and love by Bishop Christopher of Hertford.  He referred in his address to the journey that we make as we move on from Baptism through our lives.  He used much of the language of a pilgrim journey.  He also referred to the service as a kind of party, to which we had been invited, at which there was food and drink, and music if not dancing (but I did see one of the younger candidates skipping back to her place in happiness).  I ended my pilgrimage last year at Moissac, where the great south doorway shows the heavenly city, and they are all playing musical instruments and drinking wine from cups.  God was there then, and God was there on Sunday, the spirit of love and fellowship quite palpable that evening.  The Way is hard, but it is hugely rewarding, and it finds its consummation in evenings like that led by the Bishop.  The new moon cradled in the old which I saw was truly the sign of something really exciting.

William Marsterson.  April 2008

