CAMINO DE SANTIAGO, AN EXISTENTIAL EXPERIENCE.
By Paola Pomponi.

I have two girlfriends in Rome, my town of origin, with whom I have kept in touch throughout all
my years of life in London.
We share the love of travelling and walking, and for sometime we have been planning to walk
the Camino of Santiago together. Not all of it, which is more than 600 km long, but just the last
120 km, from the town of Sarria to Santiago de Campostela, which would take approximately one
week .
Finally we decided to stop talking about it and to make it happen. We were not doing it for
religious reasons, although this is one of the most ancient pilgrimage walks in Europe, but for the
chance of breaking away from work, family and stressful schedules and enjoy carefree time
together as in the good old days.
Also known as the Way of St. James, the main pilgrimage trail has been walked since medieval
times, following an ancient roman route across northern Spain to Santiago de Campostela. Here
during the ninth century, the remains of St. James were laid to rest following an adventurous
voyage by sea from Jerusalem, where he had been beheaded, on a stone boat (yes, stone!).
The Camino crosses the tranquil countryside of Galicia, through woods and fields, across
picturesque farmland scattered with basic and hospitable inns where one can take one’s boots off
and rest, preparing for the next day.
It is a rainy region, that’s why the nature is lush and generous with a variety of wild flowers and
trees. Thick woods of eucalyptus conquer the soul with tall trunks and a perfume that is powerful
enough to open one’s lungs to receive yet more unpolluted air.

Along the way many small coffee shops offering home made food and cakes, invite the traveller
with the uncompromising promise of some sugary necessity for tired muscles and the satisfaction
of enthusiastic taste buds.
Everything is orderly and tidy. Even the cows grazing their green snack of fresh grass seem to
have been organised in neat groups depending on their appearance: the brown ones there, the
black ones over there and the spotted black and white all together, a little further away.
Walking the Camino is not an easy project. It can be tiring and frustrating, especially under the
uncompromising rain, that would unmistakably become heavier after lunch, when the destination
seems to get nearer, but never quite around the corner. The rucksack becomes heavier, the feet
start screaming, demanding the end of their walking day, yet the hostel seems to move even
further away.
Eventually there is shelter and boots are discarded; a dry change of cloths and a warm cup of tea
vivaciously seem to erase the tiredness of one’s desperate muscles. Life becomes pleasant again
and the smile comes back.
My first existential awakening happened during the initial couple of days. I consider myself an
experienced trekker. I have walked more difficult trails and survived. I have learned that
reaching the destination it is not just down to my legs, but mostly my mindset. I can be focused,
determined and concentrated on the goal.
This time, however, it was different. I found my rucksack too heavy and probably wrong for the
shape of my body. I was in pain and getting very tired. Yet I would not stop or complain. Also
because my two friends seem to be happily strolling along with no problems, I got into a
competitive mode, determined to keep the pace and not give up.
Walking seemed to affect the primary focus of my mind. In a sort of state of mindfulness, I
concentrate on my body, but I don’t just experience it, rather I am aware of my mind processing
my body’s messages.
Gone the everyday worries and concerns of my home life, this was now all about feeling a pain
here, a twitch there, a sore muscle or a sudden jolt. Worrying about the outcome of my
performance and repeating to myself to get going, not ever give up, stay calm, reach my goal....
Suddenly, not unlike St Paul on the way to Damascus, I had a vision. There, on a stone cloud
(like the vessel of St. James) I saw all my Existential gurus, my teachers and all the authors I had
come to meet during my training years. They were looking down at me, as if leaning from a
heavenly balcony, trying to catch my attention. “Hey you, down there... wake up, there are other ways,
widen up your horizon... there is not just one narrow lane you can walk, find other ways... are you an
Existential therapist or not??”

I had to review my attitude during the walking and my near-obsession about getting to
destination quickly and steadily. My body was trying to tell me something but I did not listen.
Finally my Existential vision did it.
It took much courage and humility for me to call out to my friends and admit that I needed a
rest, that I was tired and in pain. I accepted that there had been another possibility, to soften
up, be less rigid and simply ask them to stop for a moment, while I recovered.

On the sixth day we finally arrived to Santiago de Campostela.

Golden sandstone buildings, churches and courtyards, solemnly greeted us. Gift shops and
restaurant seemed to welcome us three Peregrinas with open arms. “Well done! “ they seem to say
and “Welcome, you made it!”

The Camino de Santiago is a pilgrimage and many people choose it as a religious endeavour.
Others, like us, just to enjoy the walk. I don’t go to church, save for the odd funeral or wedding.
Of my two friends one is like me while the other is, instead, a practicing Catholic.
I had worried, beforehand, about finding myself in an environment highly charged by people
displaying their religious faith in some loud or dramatic way, praying or singing loudly during the
trail, publicly begging forgiveness for their sins or asking for some special miracle. Didn’t pilgrims
use to walk with raw chickpeas in their shoes or is this fake news?
There was none of this in Santiago. The sobriety of the people who had arrived there after the
long walk, was contrasting with the majestic baroque facades of the buildings, the statues of
saints and angels looking down from the convoluted architecture above.
One could sense the joy of having got there. For many it had taken more than one month of hard
walking and the tiredness could be seen in their physical appearance, yet the joy of having finally
arrived was evident in the look of awe as they stood in the middle of the main square, in front of
the Cathedral.
My religious companion expressed her desire to go to Mass the following morning and in an act
of pure democracy we decided that we should all go together.
The following morning we found ourselves in a little side chapel in the Cathedral, where a Mass
in Italian was taking place. While the religious friend took a place right in the front, I, with the
other one, stood hesitantly close to the exit, as if making clear that we were there for democratic
reasons only.
The priest was welcoming and spoke in a fashion that would have been more apt for a stand up
comedian, cracking jokes and asking people where they were from and how long they had
walked to get there. It was quite entertaining and not solemn and God-inspired as I had
expected. In fact he was so funny that soon people were roaring with laughter, some with tears
running down their face.
The style was definitely captivating because I quickly found myself a seat and became immersed
in the Mass and the hilarious sermonising. There were the usual prayers but it was the preaching
that seemed to dominate the service.
The priest asked why we had decided to come to Santiago, was it to get forgiveness for our sins?
God, he said, is everywhere, he would have forgiven us anyway, even on the doorsteps of our
own home. Did we feel the need to suffer along the way to make sure we would find some
resolution to our personal problems? God only needed a little prayer to help us with our
troubles. Were we in turmoil with our family or colleagues or partners ? God only expects an act
of kindness to help us resolve any issue.
Whatever personal reasons had brought us there, that little Chapel was open to all, he said
spreading his arms in a symbolical embrace that would hold all of us. Sinners or not, religious or
otherwise, there was room for everyone. For those who go to Church regularly, for those who
were looking for reconciliation, for those who were just curious or sceptical (and those who were
there for democratic reason only, I might add).
That Chapel was home to all.

For the second time the idea of openness and flexibility, struck me in its existential truth. There is
not just one way to acknowledge one’s spirituality, but many. Not just one way to relate to God
or religion or the person sitting next to me, but many.
Along this same principle, the priest addressed many different ideas, in his coffee-shop-chat style
and funny way of talking. But essentially he was teaching us that life is flexible and ever
changing and our mind and heart needs to be attuned to this.
It can be hard work and at times confusing and destabilizing, because fixed rules are easier to
follow. Goals and achievement lead us through just one narrow route, straight and simple, and
we are often programmed to achieve, arrive, conquer. Yet, it does not have to be this way. There
are always other routes and other trails. It is not necessarily the destination that counts, but the
voyage, let’s not forget this.
Finally the -by now officially recognised as - Existential Priest, stated that the Pilgrimage did not
end in Santiago. The real end was a further 100 km away, in Cape Finisterre, where the land
ends and the ocean begins. There, the real pilgrim would arrive just before dusk and discard his
boots to feel the cold sea water on his aching feet.
Then that pilgrim would sit on the sand and observe the sun setting down on the ocean.
Meditating on the end of the long journey, one would finally get in touch with the real goal. As
the last flicker of golden light rests gently on the horizon, the wise pilgrim would be meditating
on death. Finitude and endings. Dawning and embracing the darkness not with fear but with a
sense of accomplishment and peace.
The real pilgrim would then pick a little shell and take it back home as proof that the trail had
been completed and the soul had been lifted by the experience and mostly by the contemplation
of its end.
I wonder if the Camino of Santiago is in some way similar to the existential trail that some of us
have embraced during our training, because at one point we perhaps felt that this is the work we
need to do, to observe the journey, ours and that of our clients, and open up to other ways,
make it wider and flexible.
More importantly of all, if the work is to be really complete, we must make sure that we get to
meditate about endings, of therapy, of relationships, of life.
Like the sun setting down in Cape Finisterre, on the dark blue ocean.
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