
 

 

Pilgrimage 

Growing up I understood pilgrimage as being associated with religion. People went on a 

pilgrimage to Lourdes, to Rome,  or within Ireland, Knock.  Generally, if we heard of 

someone going to Lourdes it was for physical or spiritual healing and Rome was associated 

with visiting the Vatican and participating in a Papal  general audience. Knock, in Ireland, too 

was associated with an apparition of Our Lady but not of the same status as Lourdes.  

However, I also remember visiting a holy well, called ‘Our Lady’s well’ at Timoleague 

with my mother on Aug 15th,  (See https://holywellscorkandkerry.com/2016/02/25/four-

very-different-wells-around-timoleague/ for an  detailed account of this well)  but this was 

not seen as a pilgrimage  even though it has all the characteristics of a pilgrimage, which are, 

• the power of the special site, 

• connection of the journey to powerful cultural myths, 

• the social and spiritual connections established on the journey,  

• and the transformative nature of the undertaking, including the transformation from 

illness to health1.  

The well at Timoleague,  like so many of the numerous wells in Ireland, possesses power. In 

this instance it is to cure, and we are given the account of Mrs. Flemming having her leg 

healed on Easter Sunday. We are also told people leave a memento at the well after doing 

the rounds.  

 
1 (Winkleman & Dubisch, 2005, p. xv) 
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Another account from the National folklore Schools Collection (NFCS) tells of a Holy Well 

called St Nicodemus Well in Ballatramin Co. Wexford with the same rituals. 

It is situated in a small wood. There is a protecting wall built around the well. Its 

patron St is St Nicodemus. There is a pilgrimage to it every year on the feast of St 

Nicodemus. Everyone who is cured at the well leaves a rag or a cross on the bush 

beside it. The water of the well is a cure for sore eyes. The people who attend at the 

pilgrimage say five "Our Fathers", five "Hail Marys", five "Glorias" and go round the 

well seven times on their knees on pebbles for penance. If a person wants to be 

cured, he or she must bathe the eyes seven times. The men and the women offer the 

same thing which is the aforementioned rag or cross. 

Journeys to a holy well are a continuation of our culture. These journeys originate in the 

past,  were absorbed into the Christian tradition but their votive offerings and the ever-

present rag tree remind us of the importance of gift and the world of the sí. 

A pilgrimage is a time apart. It is a journey to a special place where both the journey 

and the destination have a special significance (Davidson & Gilitz 2002). From the moment 

one decides to go on a special journey it involves preparation, the leaving, the journey, the 

transformation, and the return. The latter often involves a reintegration into everyday life as 

the experience of the journey will now have to be reintroduced into daily activity. This 

applies to all pilgrimages whether it is a trip to a religious site, a journey to an ancestral 

homeland, or an expedition to Machu Picchu. Whether it is getting fit, researching the 

family tree, or learning a language, the decision to go on a journey/pilgrimage involves 

preparation.  



 

 

Once the time of departure comes there is the sense of setting off into the unknown. 

The preparations are over, and the familiar is now left behind. There may be danger, even 

hardship involved but the excitement of the undertaking is also present. There is the hope 

that the imminent journey will be transformative, be it in a spiritual, emotional, or physical 

way. Pilgrimages are built on universal values such as reconnection with the environment, 

‘finding the sacred everywhere’. It is this latter point that is the hallmark of pilgrimages to 

‘sacred spaces’ in Ireland. Even though these ‘sacred spaces’ have been overlaid with 

Christian iconography they are fundamentally our connection with a place where the divine 

is perceived in the landscape. The rituals associated with these places copper fasten 

identity, personal values, and one’s sense of place. 

During a pilgrimage we are accompanied by others on the journey. This is especially 

true of the Camino de Santiago or the climb to Croagh Patrick but can equally be applied to 

a tour bus going to Lourdes. The destination is common to all participants  but the reasons 

for the journey are personal to each individual.  Because the destination is common there is 

a sense of unity, common purpose, camaraderie and most important a loss of social 

standing. A person may be the CEO of a major company, but this status is of no importance 

on this journey. Everyone is  the same traversing the scree of the Croagh Patrick climb and 

this loss of social prestige is itself transformative.  This common humanity allows an honesty 

in social interaction that cannot take place in everyday life and allows us to examine the 

purpose of life, its joys and sorrows, and our place in it.  

The destination may even turn out to be an anti-climax. The pilgrimage is over. There 

may even be disappointment. What if a pilgrim hopes that the water in Lourdes heals a 

terminal illness and nothing happens? How is this integrated into the overall experience of 



 

 

the pilgrimage? What if the journey to the ancestral homeland does not offer the answers 

we were seeking? What then? This is the final part of a pilgrimage, namely the integration of 

the experience into daily life. Oftentimes, I think there is not enough discussion of this 

aspect of pilgrimage as such a journey is transformative but family and colleagues, who did 

not participate, may find the new insights gained on such a journey difficult to comprehend. 

And it is important to keep these insights alive and to integrate them into daily life on return 

from a pilgrimage because they continue to help life and living on a daily basis. 

 

 


