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Faith of Our Fathers: 

The Pilgrim Way of Life
Beginning in March 2007, His Holiness Pope Benedict XVI has often greeted pilgrims at his weekly general audience in the Vatican with a discussion of one of the Church Fathers.
  With few breaks for special occasions, the Holy Father has presented a series of general audience talks on individual Church Fathers.  His attention to them highlights their continuing significance to our faith.  They have influenced almost all aspects of our faith, including doctrine, liturgy, practice, ecclesiology, sacramentology, Christology and Marian devotion.  As friends of the Magnificat, we feel their influence every time we reach for our Magnificat.  The very structure of the Mass, the liturgical seasons and prayer in the morning and evening follow the patterns they developed; and the Magnificat’s Meditations frequently use the Church Fathers as a rich mine of our spiritual legacy.  By reinforcing the continuity with our spiritual heritage the Magnificat follows the advice of St. Vincent of Lerins (d. 450, Feast Day 24 May) that the children of the Church cultivate the ‘rosebuds’ of prayer and spirituality bequeathed to us by the Fathers of the Church.
  
Because it would be impossible to present everything that is important about the Church Fathers 
 in a single paper, here we will focus on an especially congenial theme for the Church Fathers and friends of the Magnificat: how to lead a prayerful life.  To help them explain this to their contemporaries, and to leave behind a ‘rosebud’ for us, these great theologian-saints developed an understanding of our life as a pilgrimage.  But first, we should briefly consider who is a Church Father.
Who Are The Church Fathers? 
No one we now consider a Church Father thought of himself that way.  It is only in hindsight that later generations turned to some of the earlier great Catholic saints and teachers to distinguish them as Church Fathers.  The Church still maintains St. Vincent’s criteria for the designation ‘Church Father’: antiquity, orthodox doctrine, ecclesial approval and holiness of life. 
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understand the period from the death of the apostles to before the Middle Ages.  Historically and culturally the Church Fathers were shaped by the Roman Empire and late antiquity.  Most scholars
 start this period in the Church’s history with the third pope, St. Clement of Rome
 (d. 98, Feast Day 23 November).  When the period ends is more uncertain; but most scholars will end the period somewhere between Pope St. Gregory the Great (d. 604, Feast Day March 12) and St. John Damascene (d. 754, Feast Day December 4).  This span of 600 years starts with the period of intense martyrdom by the Roman authorities that ended in 312, during the reign of Emperor Constantine the Great.  After this time, the Church entered a period of great flourishing in Roman society.  An important aspect of the Church Fathers’ antiquity is that they lived before the schism between the Catholic and Orthodox Churches.  Thus all the great saints discussed here are venerated by both the Orthodox Churches and the Catholic Church.


The second criterion of orthodox doctrine means that what the Church Fathers taught was in keeping with sound Catholic teaching.  An examination of the Magisterium reveals the reliance on the Church Fathers who often gave the definitive statement of sound doctrine.  For example, Pope St. Leo the Great
 (d. 461, Feast 9 November) bequeathed to us the clear understanding of Jesus Christ as having two natures in one person.  The Fathers taught in many ways, including sermons, letters, Biblical commentaries, and scholarly treatises.  Sermons are listed first among their works because the overwhelming majority of Church Fathers were bishops.
  Their primary concern was to lead their people to holiness.  As a result they wrote well argued pieces against various heretical movements.  The Fathers almost always wrote such pieces in response to perceived problems.  As in the case noted above, Pope St. Leo developed the two natures in one person Christology to counter heresies that questioned Christ’s humanity.
The third criterion, ecclesial approval, is reflected in several ways.  First is the continuing reliance the Church has in every subsequent generation on the teaching of the Fathers.  The importance of what they wrote has been so compelling that all succeeding generations have carefully preserved their teaching, so that we have an extensive collection of their works.  These works were not preserved so much as museum pieces from an earlier era, but as working papers for later theologians.  For instance, the great medieval theologian, St. Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274, Feast January 28), referenced one or another of the Church Fathers on almost every page he wrote.  In our own time, we can see ecclesial approval in the use of the Fathers’ teachings in The Catechism of the Catholic Church.  One of many examples is Pope St. Leo the Great and our understanding of Jesus Christ as true God and true man, as discussed in the CCC 464-469.  Another aspect of ecclesial approval is the later Church’s recognition of their personal holiness by declaring them saints.  
Which brings us to the fourth criterion: holiness of life, or the personal intimacy with God cultivated by the Fathers in themselves and others.  As friends of the Magnificat, this is perhaps the criterion that touches us most directly.  The order of the Mass we celebrate today owes much to the early liturgical developments of Fathers such as St. Hippolytus (d. 236, Feast August 13).  In his Apostolic Tradition, he gives us prayers for the Mass, most of which we would recognize as familiar today.  For instance, at the beginning of the offertory, Hippolytus records the following exchange between the bishop or priest and the people: 

Bishop: The Lord be with you.
People: And with your spirit.
Bishop: Lift up your hearts.
People: We have lifted them up to the Lord.
Bishop: Let us give thanks to the Lord.
People: It is right and just.

A notable characteristic that St. Hippolytus shared with all of the Fathers, is that he did not see himself as inventing something novel.  Rather, he saw himself as standing in the tradition of Scripture and the apostles to carry forward the message of the Good News.  Thus the title of Apostolic Tradition.  Also, like most of the earliest Church Fathers, St. Hippolytus gave witness to his faith by suffering martyrdom.  
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The time of martyrdom in the early Church lasted from the very beginning of the Church (St. Steven in the Acts of the Apostles) until Constantine the Great became emperor of the Roman Empire and established toleration for Christians in 312.  St. Hippolytus died during a time of intense persecution in Rome; a companion in martyrdom with him was Pope St. Pontian.  Later generations have honored them together on the same feast day, as we continue to do today.  The burial place of the martyrs quickly became gathering places for Christians to celebrate the liturgy.  The most famous of these places are the catacombs just outside of Rome, which can still be visited today.  Among these is a catacomb named for Pope St. Callistus (d. 222, Feast October 14) which may be the burial site for himself, Pope St. Pontian and St. Hippolytus.  The image above is from the Callistus Catacombs.  Murals depicting the sacraments of Baptism and Eucharist surround the tombs emphasizing the importance of the sacraments in the early Church.  
An example of our reliance on early practices is found in our contemporary Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults.  During the 1960s when the bishops wanted to revitalize the Church’s approach to adult baptism, they looked to this early period in the Church for a model.  The current structure of pre-catechumenate, catechumenate, Lenten purification and mystagogia accompanied by the rites of acceptance, election and initiation are precisely the approach developed by the Church during its early centuries as a persecuted Church.  Today’s catechumens in our open Churches are following the footsteps of those ancient catechumens who learned about Christianity and were baptized in the catacombs.

After the time of martyrdom in the Roman Empire, when the Church could be openly in Roman society, monastic movements for men and women grew rapidly.   As the martyrs had been before them, monks, nuns and other devout Christian ascetics were considered the ‘heroes’ of the faith.  The most influential and popular book of this period was the biography of the monk Antony (d. 356, Feast Day January 7) written by St Athanasius
 (d. 373, Feast Day May 2), bishop of Alexandria, Egypt.  The Life of Antony remains one of the most important and popular biographies of a saint today.  Another vitally important contribution associated with St. Athanasius is the Nicene Creed, which we say every Sunday and Holy Day at Mass.  As a young priest, St. Athanasius attended the Church Council in Nicea, at which the Creed was written.  As a bishop he worked hard to promulgate the acceptance of the Nicene Creed as the basic doctrinal statement of the faith.  

To help monks and nuns live a prayerful life in community, early abbots wrote rules for their communities.  One of the most famous and enduring rules was written by St. Benedict of Nursia (d. 547, Feast Day July 11).  He developed his rule to guide the life of the monks in the monastery he established on Monte Cassino, south of Rome.  Nearby his twin sister, St. Scholastica (d. 547, Feast Day February 10), established a similar convent for women which also followed Benedict’s Rule.  We know a great deal about Benedict and Scholastica because, just as Athanasius wrote a life of the monk Antony, another Church Father, Pope St. Gregory the Great, wrote a life of Benedict.  Benedict’s Rule has been the foundational building block for Catholic monastic communities ever since the sixth century.  Today, Benedictine communities of men and women continue to follow in the footsteps of Christ by following the Rule.   An important part of the Rule is the order in which the Psalms are to be prayed during the day through the seasons of the liturgical year.  This is seen today in the Liturgy of the Hours, a version of which for laity is provided in the Magnificat for prayer in the morning and evening.  Thus, we pray morning and evening in communion with each other and in continuity with centuries of prayerful Christians.  Benedict’s Rule is also justly famous for its injunction to offer hospitality to poor people and pilgrims, “because in them more particularly Christ is received.”

Pilgrimages


In the earliest Church, during the time of the martyrs, pilgrimages were brief journeys to the burial site of the martyrs.  Thus, for instance, the Christians in Rome preserved the memory of where Peter and Paul had been martyred and buried by clandestine visits to these sites.  Once the time of martyrdom was over, Christians could travel more easily to distant holy sites.  Of course the primary pilgrimage destination was Jerusalem.  One of the earliest pilgrims to the Holy Land was St Helena (d. 330, Feast August 18), the mother of the Emperor Constantine.  In her pilgrimage to Jerusalem she discovered the True Cross (celebrated on September 14).  She also procured the funds from her emperor-son in 325 to build basilicas on Calvary and at Bethlehem, the Church of the Holy Sepulcher and the Church of the Nativity, respectively.  These churches still stand and have welcomed throngs of devout Christian pilgrims (not to mention gawking tourists) ever since.
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It was not only the powerful and wealthy who traveled to Jerusalem.  We have the diary of a woman, Egeria, who made a pilgrimage from southern France to Jerusalem sometime in the fourth century.  We know very little about Egeria, except that she kept a detailed account of her pilgrimage.  Her diary is a remarkable record of the ancient Holy Week liturgy; she has given us a vivid account of the Triduum celebrations in the fourth century.  When read today, what strikes us is not the differences but the similarities of her account with contemporary practice.  Her description of the adoration of the Cross on Good Friday bears a very close resemblance to our practice each Good Friday in every Catholic parish: 

The bishop duly takes his seat in the chair, and a table covered with a linen cloth is placed before him; the deacons stand round the table, and a silver-gilt casket is brought in which is the holy wood of the Cross. The casket is opened and (the wood) is taken out, and the wood of the Cross is placed upon the table. Now, when it has been put upon the table, the bishop, as he sits, holds the extremities of the sacred wood firmly in his hands, while the deacons who stand around guard it. It is guarded thus because the custom is that the people, both faithful and catechumens, come one by one and, bowing down at the table, kiss the sacred wood and pass through.
 


Although these pilgrimages to Jerusalem and other holy sites became very popular in the fourth century, the Church Fathers of the fourth and fifth centuries developed another understanding of pilgrimage: the pilgrimage of our life to the heavenly Jerusalem.  As important as all of the Church Fathers are, the Church in subsequent centuries has come to recognize eight as being preeminently important.  Four wrote in Greek, and in addition to St. Athanasius, they are St. Basil the Great
 (d. 379, Feast January 2), his brother, St. Gregory of Nyssa
 (d. 394, Feast March 9), and their friend St. Gregory Nazianzus
 (d. 390, Feast January 2).   Four wrote in Latin: in addition to Pope St. Gregory the Great, they are St. Ambrose
 (d. 397, Feast December 7), St. Jerome
 (d. 420, Feast September 30) and St. Augustine of Hippo
 (d. 430, Feast August 28).  Taken together, these eight great Fathers of the Church contributed in countless ways to our understanding of theology and our spirituality.   Among the things they forcefully taught was that our life is a pilgrimage.   By this they did not mean that pilgrimage could be used as an analogy of or a metaphor for life.  Rather, they understood Christian life as truly a pilgrimage.  In this way, they saw a journey to the earthly Jerusalem as the metaphor for the real pilgrimage of life to the heavenly Jerusalem.
 

Thus, these great fathers were very careful to define what they did not mean by pilgrimage.  For instance, St. Gregory of Nyssa tells us that ‘pilgrimage’ should not be primarily understood as a journey to see holy places.   St. Gregory was concerned that travelers might think that simply by visiting Jerusalem, one could become holier.  Gregory notes rather pointedly, “When the Lord invites the blest to their inheritance in the kingdom of heaven, He does not include a pilgrimage to Jerusalem amongst their good deeds.”
  For Gregory, just because someone is able to make the journey to Jerusalem does not make them holier, since, “Change of place does not bring one closer to God, but where you are, God will come toward you.”
  Gregory does not completely discourage pilgrimages to the Holy Land, as long as they are undertaken in the proper spirit of a prayerful life.  After all, Gregory himself went on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem.  However, it is not the places where Christ’s life unfolded, but the truth of Christ’s life that is fundamental to our faith.  “Before we saw Bethlehem we knew Him being made man by means of the Virgin; before we saw His Grave we believed in His Resurrection from the dead; apart from seeing the Mount of Olives, we confessed that His Ascension into heaven was real.”


Gregory of Nyssa was not alone in cautioning that places in themselves do not make our faith stronger.  There is the famous story of St. Ambrose discouraging St. Monica (d. 387, Feast August 27) from going to the tombs of the martyrs because these places had often become more like tourist attractions than places of veneration and worship.  Instead Ambrose wanted Monica to focus on Him for whom the martyrs had died.  This story about Monica and Ambrose is told by Monica’s son, St. Augustine.  Among all the Church Fathers, he has given us the most explicit account of how to lead a life of true pilgrimage.
St. Augustine and The Pilgrimage of Life

Pope Benedict XVI called St. Augustine “the greatest Father of the Latin Church.”
  A measure of his prominence is found in the Catechism of the Catholic Church
 which references St. Augustine more often than any other theologian from any era.  His importance to our spiritual life is exemplified in the Magnificat where St. Augustine makes regular appearances in the Meditations.  More than any other Church Father, Augustine taught that life is a pilgrimage.
  

Augustine famously wrote about his own life as a pilgrim in his Confessions.  This is a deeply revealing account of his life of sin and falling away from God, and how God drew him back to the Catholic faith.   He relates how St. Monica and St. Ambrose were instrumental in God’s plan for his salvation.  Monica prayed for her wayward son for nineteen years while Augustine was separated from the Church.  During this time, Augustine’s life was filled with ambition and lust.  The turning point came when he met Ambrose and listened to Ambrose’s preaching on Scripture.  Augustine says of Ambrose, “This man of God welcomed me with fatherly kindness and showed the charitable concern for my pilgrimage that befitted a bishop.”
  After study as a catechumen, Augustine was baptized by Ambrose at the Easter Vigil in 387.  

Later, when Augustine himself was a bishop, he often spoke and wrote about the Christian as a pilgrim, about the pilgrim in the earthly society, and the pilgrim Church.  In all cases, Augustine was referring to our journey to the heavenly kingdom, not a trip to the earthly Jerusalem.   In fact for all he had to say about many subjects, Augustine had very little to say about the earthly Jerusalem.  His goal was, and he wanted our goal to be, the heavenly Jerusalem.  In concert with the other great Church Fathers, Augustine wrote that the earthly Jerusalem “stood as a sign of the heavenly city it foreshadowed.”
 
Augustine divided people into two groups: those who are on pilgrimage to the heavenly Jerusalem and those who are not.  Those not on pilgrimage think happiness can be found in this world, while those who are on pilgrimage know that true happiness is realized in the eternal Jerusalem.  Those who do not live a life of faith have only this imperfect world to call home. They “cannot truthfully call themselves pilgrims on earth, for they are in the place where they are born according to the flesh; they have no city anywhere else and hence are not foreigners on earth but earthlings.”
  They are not on pilgrimage to the heavenly homeland, and so death is a passage from life.  On the other hand for the pilgrim, death is a passage to life.  For Augustine, our life as a pilgrim is not measured by birth and death.  Rather, our pilgrim life begins when we are baptized and ends with eternal life.  By virtue of our baptism we become strangers and wanderers on earth, searching for our true homeland.  Baptized Christians who, through God’s grace, try to lead a righteous life are those, “who on this pilgrimage sighed with holy longing for their heavenly country.”
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Augustine did recognize that although true pilgrims may not be of the world, they are certainly in the world.  Thus the pilgrim is affected by its cares and concerns.   And so Augustine gives practical advice to the pilgrim concerning the things of this world.   For instance, in one of his Tractates on the Gospel of St. John, Augustine addresses the pilgrim’s attitude to money.  “For you money will be an instrument of pilgrimage, not a stimulus of greed; which you should use for necessity, not to enjoy for pleasure.”
   In this same work, he goes on to say that we should use money the way a traveler uses a wayside inn, not with the purpose of remaining, but to use it temporarily and then move forward.  What must always travel with us on our pilgrimage are: “the divine Scriptures, the assembling of the people, the celebration of the sacraments, holy baptism, and singing God’s praises.”
  These are the things that we should cling to us as we travel on our pilgrimage of life.  

In this list of what we should pack with us as we travel, are some things that you might well expect: the Bible and the sacraments.  But Augustine also includes the assembling of the people as important to our pilgrimage.  Our pilgrim companions are found in an ever widening circle of family, friends and Church.  We are pilgrims even in our own home, and “the family which lives by faith is journeying toward the celestial city.”
  Augustine knows that the faithful family and the earthly family live side-by-side; further he acknowledges that both families use the good things of the world necessary for life, and that both seek happiness and peace.  But while the earthly family uses these things as an end in themselves, the pilgrim family uses them simply as a means to help them on their journey.  

Families, of course, live together in a broader society.  The society of pilgrim-families is the pilgrim Church.  Augustine frequently referred to the Church as the “heavenly city while in its state of pilgrimage.”  This pilgrim Church “gathers together a society of pilgrims of all languages, not scrupling about diversities in (human) manners, laws and institutions.”
   What holds this society of the pilgrim Church together is commonality of faith, hope and love.  That commonality is manifested by how Christians on pilgrimage pray together.  “For witness the prayer of the whole city of God in its pilgrim state, for it cries to God by the mouth of all its members, Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.”
  
The Pilgrim at Prayer


The hallmark of the pilgrim is continual prayer in union with the whole Church.  But how to pray continually given all the cares of this earthly life?  Augustine analyzes this question and carefully answers it in a letter he wrote to a wealthy Roman widow, Proba.  He wrote this letter over 1600 years ago, and in so doing, left a rosebud for us.  The Letter opens with “Recalling that you asked and that I promised that I would write something for you on praying to God…I must now at last pay my debt and yield to your pious desire in the love of Christ.”  Augustine himself notes that Proba is “among the nobility of this world, a wealthy woman, and the mother of such a large family.”
    Wealth in and of itself, says Augustine, need not be an impediment to prayer and the holy life, and he gives Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1-10) as an example. 

He asks Proba to consider what is true life and happiness.  He suggests to Proba that “you should regard yourself as desolate in this world, however great the happiness with which you are living in it.”
  He reminds her that wealth and worldly honors only encourage a desire for more of them, that she will never be satisfied with them.  Thus these things cannot make Proba happy, no matter how much wealth and good fortune she may have.  The happy life is in “that person who has everything he wants and does not want anything improper.”
   It may be proper to want some wealth, says Augustine, as long as it is not desired in itself, but needed to meet family obligations.  However, even as she engages in worldly activities to meet the needs of her family, Proba should understand the words Pray without ceasing (1 Thes. 5:17) to mean “Desire without ceasing the happy life.”


Augustine notes that amid the cares and concerns of this world, the desire for the eternal happy life can “in a sense cool down.” Thus taking time “at certain hours by the words of prayer we call the mind back to the task of praying…in that way we remind ourselves to aim at which we desire.”
  These moments of prayer should be brief, so that we do not lose our focus.  Augustine encourages “frequent prayers, but very brief ones.”
  The form of prayer does not need to be wordy.  He tells Proba that the divine scripture has already given us the words we need.  In particular, all our intentions are found in the Our Father.  “One who believes, hopes, desires and considers what he asks of God is in the Lord’s Prayer.”
  These intentions are the ones that lead us to the genuinely happy life.  Augustine concludes his letter by asking Proba “to pray earnestly for us, too.”

Conclusion


As friends of the Magnificat, how does Augustine’s advice, written so long ago, apply to us?  First we might think of the Magnificat as the guidebook for our pilgrim life.  Most of us need a guidebook when we journey to a new place, and our life as it unfolds each day is always a new place.  The Magnificat gives us daily directions and 
mileage markers to keep us on the right path in our pilgrimage.  The Magnificat helps us heed Augustine’s advice to say short, frequent prayers during the day.  The Magnificat also encourages us to recognize that we do not travel alone.  We have the companionship in prayer of our fellow pilgrims in the Church, and the intercession of all those pilgrims who have gone before us.  Following the ancient daily and seasonal liturgical paths developed by the Church Fathers, the Magnificat guides our steps to the heavenly Jerusalem and true happiness.   
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St. Augustine is baptized by St. Ambrose    


Benozzo Gozzoli, 1465








Pilgrims in Stained Glass, Canterbury Cathedral
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