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Carlos Sanjuan Villafranca ?

Originally from Navarre, he is a pilgrim, host, mountaineer
and hiker who first discovered the Way of St James in 1993.
" To date, he has walked the entire French Way three times,
. completing many of its stages, as well as those of other
| routes, such as the Aragonese Way, the Coastal Way and the
Baztan Way. He is a member of the Association of Friends of
' the Way of St James in both Navarre and Leén. He is still in
love with the Camino and considers himself a pilgrim.

Blessed pilgrim, you who set out...

| am one of you: a fellow pilgrim, a kindred spirit to those who walked the Camino de
Santiago in the Middle Ages, in later centuries, in the final years of the 20th century, and
to those walking it this year, perhaps even today.

| walked my first Camino de Santiago in 1993, and although | have had the chance to do
it again, it was that first time that left the deepest impression on me and moved me the
most.

Wherever | went and in every church | visited or attended a service in, | found myself
wondering how many others had been there just as | was at that very moment. |
thought of the medieval pilgrims who were forced to make the entire journey there and
back on foot and wondered how they coped with difficulties such as blisters and
physical exhaustion, or faced other problems that are unimaginable to us today. |
discovered that some died in the hills of Oca after being attacked by wolves. | also
considered the fierce fear they had of dying without Eternal Salvation during plague
outbreaks.

Three years later, | had the wonderful experience of volunteering as a hostel warden. |
tried to give back some of what the wonderful Camino de Santiago had given me. There,
in the hostel at Los Arcos, there was a phrase hanging on the wall that read...

“Blessed are you, pilgrim, who set out, for you will not return the same as when you
left.
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It struck me and moved me; | could really relate to it. “I had not returned as the same Wl
person who left” | returned with a greater awareness of what | had and of my
surroundings. | was more aware of who | was and how fortunate | was. | was more at peace
with myself, with the world, with nature, and with God. Whenever | think of the Camino, |
remember this phrase.

More than thirty years have passed since then, and | recently had the chance to look back
at the notes | took during my first Camino. Looking at them today, they no longer remind
me of medieval pilgrims, but of those of you who walk the route year after year.

As the saying goes, life has changed so much! For those who walked the Camino de
Santiago in 1993, it was a historic experience because anything like it is now hard to
imagine. To you who are walking today, we are almost like medieval pilgrims. We weren't
eaten by wolves and we didn't have to walk all the way back, but we did walk the whole
month until we reached our destination. We had no support vehicle and carried our
rucksacks the whole way. Sometimes, when we arrived in a village, there was no hostel at
all. Of course, we couldn’t book one in advance, nor could we call to do so. The most
drastic aspect of that historical shift was the absence of mobile phones. This meant the
absence of cameras, music, information and entertainment, and, above all, the inability to
communicate with whoever was waiting for you wherever you had set off from. Even
landline telephone service was unreliable in many rural areas. Can today’s pilgrims imagine
doing something like that without mobile phones? Without having one yourself or people
travelling with you?

There are other striking differences, too. Take the current massive influx of pilgrims, for
example, and the resulting accommodation challenges. The great diversity of the walkers'
origins and the globalisation of the pilgrimage. Back then, we identified ourselves by our
hometown - perhaps a Frenchman here and there - but today, it's a different story: Anglo-
Saxons, Brazilians and Koreans walk alongside Australians and people from various
European countries. Furthermore, there are agencies that organise everything from start to
finish.

Perhaps there has also been a loss of the sense of the sacred and of spiritual connection
and the search for the inner self. Do today's pilgrims attend religious celebrations? Or do
they merely visit cathedrals? Do they state on their Compostela that they undertook the
journey for spiritual or religious reasons? Let there be no mistake: | am not suggesting that
the past was better. | am merely noting what has happened.

The important question | pose to myself and to all those who walked in those years, as well
as to those of you walking now, is this: DID YOU RETURN AS THE SAME PERSON YOU
WERE WHEN YOU LEFT? If you have recently arrived, HAVE YOU RETURNED AS THE
PERSON YOU WERE WHEN YOU LEFT? If your answer is that you have been
transformed, then the Camino remains unchanged.
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