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A Reflection on Pilgrimage before/during/after a Pandemic 

For the Steering Committee: New Mexico Pilgrimage for Unity 

By:  Kay E. Huggins, who likes to think of herself as a consultant 

July 4, 2021 

 

 

Introduction:  As we prepare to leave this area and I desire to continue to be 

involved with the New Mexico Pilgrimage for Unity, I reflected on the work 

accomplished since the death of Mike Pitchford, including 3 Pilgrimages in Place, 

one processional to Mike’s Funeral Mass and one half day, in person, pilgrimage 

in honor of Fr. Graham Golden.  In this reflection paper, I attempt to relate our 

work during 2020-2021 to the framework for pilgrimage that Mike developed in 

this 2016 MTS Thesis: A Study of Pilgrimage Systems:  What Constitutes Powerful 

Ecumenical Pilgrimage?  This is an attempt to confirm the received tradition (from 

Mike Pitchford’s leadership) and the steering team’s innovations on that tradition. 

 

 

Part I. NM Pilgrimage for Unity, Events  January 2020-June 2021:  

 

Event #1: Evening service for Week of Prayer for Christian Unity, 2020. The 

innovation on the 3 day pilgrimage format actually began during the Week of 

Prayer for Christian Unity, January 2020, when pilgrim Rob Woodruff, pastor of 

Second Presbyterian, invited Mike Pitchford to lead a brief pilgrimage from the 

Roman Catholic Church (San Ignacio) to the Presbyterian Church (Second 

Presbyterian), both serving the Martineztown neighborhood of Albuquerque. The 

evening began with members from both congregations gathering at San Ignacio to 

hear from Mike Pitchford on the practice of pilgrimage, to sing and pray and then, 

prayerfully walk to Second Presbyterian. Meanwhile, a similar sized group 

gathered at Second Presbyterian for a Taize styled service of singing and prayerful 

preparation to welcome the pilgrims. There were about 35-40 in each group and 

the groups were equal as to Roman Catholics and Presbyterians; together they 

followed the liturgy provided by the Graymoor Ecumenical and Interreligious 

Institute for 2020. Following the prayer service there was a light meal of posole 

and biscochitos accompanied by great conversation and shared enjoyment. About 

80 individuals participated in the evening, with 35-40 walking with candles behind 

the NM Pilgrimage for Unity processional cross with Mike Pitchford as their lead 

pilgrim and Rob Woodruff watching out for the safety of all. 
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Event #2: Pilgrimage from Rio Grande Presbyterian to Holy Rosary for a 

funeral mass. Following Mike’s death, several pilgrims asked if we could make a 

pilgrimage to his mass; we selected the Rio Grande Presbyterian Church, located 

less than one mile from Our Lady of the Most Holy Rosary Roman Catholic 

Church.  All participants from the two previous 3-day pilgrimages were invited and 

about 25 gathered to walk (it was a bitter cold February day); at Rio Grande, we 

prayed, introduced and reconnected with each other, sang and explained the route 

and purpose of our time: to prepare ourselves for the memorial mass and to honor 

one who gave so much to the pilgrim community. Arriving at Holy Rosary, the 

pilgrims were joined by another 25 friends of NM Pilgrimage for Unity to pray the 

rosary in the chapel and then to process behind the pilgrimage cross into the 

church. 

 

Event #3: Pentecost Pilgrimage in Place, May 30, 2020, this was a new design 

for individual pilgrimages on the Saturday prior to Pentecost based on the theme:  

“People of God, Call down the Spirit.”  The Pilgrimage was framed by an 

orientation/commissioning Zoom service and a closing service also on Zoom.  

Music, scripture and prayers were part of both services. Pilgrims were encouraged 

to take photos of the sites visited/prayed for and to carry the (many) intentions 

submitted through the website. About 60 people registered and 35+ attended the 

zoom gatherings. The closing service allowed time for personal sharing, singing, 

reflection and a visual prayer: a slide show of the written prayer intentions and the 

photos submitted.   

 

Event #4: Week of Prayer and Pilgrimage for Christian Unity, January 2021, 

this was another pilgrimage in place, but with the added resources of daily video 

devotions provided by Roman Catholic and Protestant voices and based on the 

reading and reflections provided through the Graymoor Institute. Again there was 

an opening orientation and a closing Zoom service with music, small group 

sharing, scripture reading, prayers and reflections. A highlight of the closing 

service was the participation of Archbishop John Wester, who engaged in a 

conversation about personal ecumenical connections with Kay Huggins and 

offered the final blessing. The planning team was expanded by the participation of 

members from the Diocese of Santa Fe’s Ecumenical and Interreligious 

Commission; this was especially helpful in the development of the daily videos.  

Over 100 individuals registered and 60+ participated in Zoom events. 
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Event #5:  Pentecost Pilgrimage in Place; May 16- 23, 2021; following the 

general design of the first Pentecost Pilgrimage in Place and using the theme: 

“Send us out, Spirit.” This design included prayer intentions, music, scripture, 

small group sharing, reflections and prayer. The pilgrims were encouraged to walk 

as led – perhaps setting an intention for daily prayerful walks or for a longer day 

devoted to prayer and walking. Video daily devotions were offered Monday – 

Friday, using the daily lectionary gospel reading. Tee shirts were designed and 

orders were filled (with a small surplus!) Four pilgrims were asked to provide 

video clips of blessings, these were edited by Fr. Graham and used for both the 

opening and closing zoom services. Additionally, a video clip from a NM 

Pilgrimage for Unity pilgrim provided the reflection for the orientation and a video 

dialogue between author, Wesley Michaelson-Granberg and Kay Huggins, used in 

the closing. Another innovation for this event was Zoom drop-in gatherings for 

prayer and sharing on Tuesday and Thursday Evenings.  There were 90 registered 

for the event and 40+ participated in the Opening and Closing Zoom services, with 

20 also participating in the evening gatherings.  

 

 

Event #6, The Golden Way, a pilgrimage in remembrance and honor of Fr. 

Graham Golden, June 26, 2021.  On the Friday before Pentecost, Fr. Graham 

Golden died in an automobile accident; his death reverberated through the religious 

community with intensity and depth. Almost immediately, pilgrims wondered 

about doing a small pilgrimage to the Memorial mass, but as the sanctuary space 

had to be controlled, it was decided to plan a longer pilgrimage later.  The Steering 

Team struggled with design issues: how to publicize, whether or not to limit 

participation to a specific number, what route to follow.  Finally, the decision was 

made not to limit, but to restrict publicity to Fr. Graham’s closest friends, relatives.  

Two routes provided for a longer 7.5 mile walk along acequias in the South Valley 

and a shorter 1.5 mile walk, also along an acequia (but without shade), with an 

encuentro, a meeting of the two groups.  Since the state restrictions on assembling, 

masking and social distancing were being reduced, the expectation was that people 

would follow guidance according to their vaccination status, but that pilgrims 

would mask while in the sanctuary.   

 

There was no “orientation” or preparation for the Golden Way, but everyone 

arrived with the same intention and the same experience of grief and loss. The 

Pilgrimage Steering Team, as individuals with group affirmation: arranged the 

route, affirmed and made available Golden Way masks; developed the flyer; 

planned the meal and consulted on safety issues.  There was a pre-walk to establish 

the route; lead pilgrims and safety pilgrims were set for each route.   
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On the day of the event registration began at 7 am at Cornerstone United Methodist 

Church, with opening prayers, reflection and music at 7:15 am; by 7:30 am the 

pilgrims were headed to the acequia, in silence, and following a Lead Pilgrim and a 

Cross bearer.  A support vehicle, with a photographer, provided rest stops (water 

and the option to ride if needed).  At 8:30 am registration began at the Abbey, with 

opening prayers and reflection at 9:20 am and a Lead/Safety Pilgrim beginning the 

walk in silence.  When the two groups met, there was singing and encouragement 

for the last leg of the journey.  Arriving at the Abbey, there was 30 minutes of 

“cooling-down” time and a worship service in the Sanctuary at 10:30 am…with 

excellent music provided by David Poole and Sylvia Miller-Mutia, a reflection and 

guided discussion; thereafter, a procession to the Camposanto and a graveside 

service conducted by Rev. Huggins and Monsignor Voorhies.  The morning 

concluded with a truly joyful simple meal provided and served by the Garcia 

family; connections and conversations were lively…prayers and singing again 

brought the community together. The Steering Team had once again innovated a 

truly meaningful pilgrimage. 

 

Part II: Innovations and Foundational Ideas 

 

Mike Pitchford sets out three essentials for pilgrims. 

1. Gratitude: the capacity to recognize God in all things. Gratitude  isthe 

pilgrim’s response to whatever happens (pain or pleasure, violence or peace, 

love or hate, trust or distrust).  By setting aside or subordinating emotions 

the pilgrim enters more deeply into gratitude.  

 

2. Openness: a sense of compassion toward others.  This openness includes an 

active desire to understand others and a caring observation of the context in 

which the pilgrimage takes place. 

 

3. Self-abandonment: a desire to release the need for security in order to make 

space for transformation.  A pilgrim will continually consider:  what do I 

leave behind in order to seek God’s blessing of pilgrimage? 

 

When planning a communal pilgrimage, certain elements are crucial.  I will note 

how the events sponsored by NM Pilgrimage for Unity, January 2020-June 2021, 

integrated these crucial elements. 

 

Defining a theme: All six events had a theme: scriptural for pilgrimages in place 

and emotional for the two memorial walks. The theme helps focus the 

presentations, scriptures, prayers and other resources created for pilgrimage. 
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Spiritual Director/Guide: NM Pilgrimage for Unity has combined the role of 

Spiritual Director/Guide and the role of music leader. This means there is always a 

conversation going on, often flowing into the Steering Team as well.  I have 

assumed much of the Spiritual Director/Guide role, but I recognize that there are 

others prepared to do so…plus we have the advantage of having Sylvia Miller-

Mutia as our musician and co-Spiritual Director/Guide.   

 

Cultivating a proper frame of mind and heart: This is the message of the 

orientation session; when limited by Zoom, simply allowing pilgrim (new and 

seasoned) to share their insights in small groups is part of this cultivation. But 

always, more experienced pilgrims have examples of changed minds and hearts! 

 

Prayer and Ritual: Since unity is the goal, we seek to honor various traditions and 

forms of expressions within a welcoming atmosphere. This is not always easy; 

rarely are leaders completely self-aware; and often unintended slights occur. 

Nevertheless, prayers and ritual should be designed as opportunities to share across 

religious boundary lines. Music is one way that various traditions are celebrated. 

And we acknowledge the power of both silent and spoken prayer! 

 

Silence in Nature: Every pilgrim walks on the earth…and the earth is holy –as 

created and when used/abused.  It is important to be in nature, to listen to the 

creator’s voice in wind, water and birdsong, and to ponder how to rightly walk on 

the earth. 

 

Communal Meals: We could not join for meals during the pandemic, but the meal 

following the Golden Way was a magnificent demonstration of God’s blessings 

following a prayerful walk and the release to God of pain and confusion.   

 

Next Steps on the NM Pilgrimage for Unity’s path 

 

1. We need an “official” representative to attend/communicate with our sponsoring 

agency, the Board of the Ecumenical Institute for Ministry, even as George 

Huggins continues to serve as Treasurer and Kay Huggins as consultant. 

 

2. A decision on direction: focus on 3-day pilgrimage in 2022, continue with 

pilgrimages in place, or do both?  What sort of leadership is present or can be 

recruited? If we want to do both: next event will be ??????? Planning for 3-day 

pilgrimage begins in December for September (date set, rental agreement for vans 

finalized, space reserved).  It seems that we need 6 weeks to do a pilgrimage in 

place: design, flyer, leadership, advance work, production of events. 


