Welcoming Young Pilgrims
1. Introduction-Welcoming Young Pilgrims

One of the most important groups who visit us- Future pilgrims, build an understanding of Christianity, help them develop their Christian faith etc

Need to feel comfortable

My role- Split into two- 1. Schools  2. Young Pilgrims

2. Schools

School visits

Around 2000 school aged children and young people visit every year

Both day and some stay with us residentially

Many have not visited a sacred space before so can be a very strange environment, which can lead to feeling uncomfortable or even afraid. Can lead to unusual behaviour! 
Need to feel welcome and comfortable so they can learn and explore


-explanation of what they might see 


-what might someone praying look like?


-why might someone be lighting a candle?


-who might come here and why?

-How should we behave in a scared space? Often they don’t know! 
Clear explanations help to make them feel more comfortable about what they are seeing and experiencing
Very important- Many of the children that visit bring their parents back to visit

Based around 3 themes:

Pilgrimage

Primary. Looking at medieval pilgrimage in the morning. Learn about the story of Walsingham. 

Visit to the Abbey grounds. Collect various things (pilgrim badge, water bottle, candle)

Pm- learn about pilgrimage today in the Shrine Church. Light candle in HH, attend sprinkling and fill bottles to take home. 

Sprinkling gives experience of a pilgrimage activity. 

Candles useful for reflection.

Secondary. Start at RC Shrine (tour) and walk the Holy Mile. Can either visit the Abbey grounds or can have discussion group based on a variety of themes e.g. key moral and ethical issues, global issues, values and commitments in faith based living, vocations,  talk with a priest or nun. 

Pm- look at what pilgrims do at the Shrine and why. End with Sprinkling. 

One Church, One Faith
Both primary and secondary. Visit Methodist, Orthodox and RC churches. Discuss how they are the same but very different. Older pupils go into more depth and look at why etc. 

Afternoon, we look at the Shrine church; how is this different again, learn why pilgrimage is important for some Christians and what they do on pilgrimage. Sprinkling

Being a Christian

Exploring how and why Christians worship. 

Symbolism, colours, vestments, 

Explore artwork and music and how Christians use them to help them pray. 

Music in worship. Different styles for prayer and worship. 

Afternoon- Focus on Pilgrimage. Learn about the story of Walsingham and what pilgrims do. Light candle in HH and attend Sprinkling.

Sprinkling-gives an real pilgrimage experience for the students that visit. Helps develop an understanding of what pilgrims do here- otherwise it might look like a very strange thing!  
All visits give time for reflection and prayer (optional). 

Light a candle in the Holy House. Can say prayer or just reflect or just have a quiet time. Helps them see that these things are not just for adults! 

3. Schools
Residential visits give more scope to explore and experience pilgrimage

Again vital to make them feel at ease and comfortable with what is going on.

-encourage them to take part e.g. carrying Our Lady in Procession, reading etc

-can provide prayer activities and other things which are tailored to the age and understanding of the children.

-provide a teaching Mass to help their understanding of what happens and why. 

- chatting to them at meal time and when we see them around the Shrine to make sure they are all alright and help them feel welcome. 

-if they are staying during a particular festival or event then they can take part- e.g. Corpus Christi helps them to feel part of what is going on. 

For all our visits there is clear information to schools about what to expect, risk assessments and how to prepare students for their visit. 

Child: ‘I thought this place would be somewhere my Grandma would come to, but it’s actually really good!’
4. Young Pilgrims Special Events

The other part of my role is working with our Young Pilgrims from parishes from across the country who visit us for a variety of reasons. 

We hold special events tailored to Young People, children and families

Many of these young people so have experience of being in church, but not necessarily of everything that takes place at the Shrine. Again- Clear explanation of what will happen is vital to put them at ease so they are comfortable and return. If things have been explained to them clearly, then when they come back during the year to other events it is more familiar to them. They will get bored if they don’t understand what is going on!
Many of our Young Pilgrims do not encounter other Christians in their daily lives- Important to provide opportunities for them to come together with others. 

5. Youth Pilgrimage
Biggest! Around 600 teenagers. Huge operation.  Camp in a field on the edge of the village for the week. 

Mass every day, bible studies, benediction, healing and renewal, laying on of hands, anointing, confession,  all night vigil in front of the blessed sacrament, first visit, holy mile walk, sprinkling. 

Fun- disco, BBQ, activities, sports, crafts, music, workshops, cafe tent etc. 

Events for young Christians are normally geared towards this kind of worship. 

Mass takes place like it would do in their home church environment so is familiar to them

So important for our young people to realise that there is more to their faith than what happens in their own parish. They often won’t encounter other Christians in their daily lives. This means they probably don’t talk about it! 

They need to know that they are part of a much larger group and that there are other young Christians out there! 

Groups can get involved- reading, drama, intercessions, serving etc. 

Everything is explained so that they know what to expect before it happens. Some of the things may happen in their own church, but they don’t always know why?

Need to feel welcome and know that Walsingham is not just for adults. 

Also want them to enjoy themselves! 

Have a large team who are there to welcome them and take care of them during the week. 

6. Children’s Pilgrimage

The next event is the Children’s Pilgrimage for 7-11 year olds.  Around 200

Have Mass every day, with servers, incense, vestments etc. Sprinkling happens, benediction happens, healing etc happens. Holy mile walk, procession round the grounds. 

Lot’s of fun activities as well. Disco, craft activities, sports, workshops, inflatable’s (not sure we will have them this year!)

Again, it is a chance for these children to worship in a style that they are familiar with and to be with other Christians their own age. 

Again everything that takes place is tailored to the children and we have a band. 

Lot’s of fun! 

Helps them to feel at ease here in Walsingham so they will continue to come back
7. Families Pilgrimage

Some families are nervous about bringing their children to church. So a warm welcome is really important. Everyone is welcome. 

October half term. Week long. 

Families who attended valued the chance to spend time as a family and worship together as a family. As  clergy or other people involved in church life this is very rare! 

Everything is done together and explained so that the young pilgrims understand what is happening and why. 
Appreciated being together as a family and being able to worship together with other Christian families.
Children participated in readings, intercessions, drama etc. 

Making families feel welcome helps them to return to us. 
8. Shrine Events

As mentioned- parents can feel nervous about bringing children and young people to larger events. 

It is important to try and make our young pilgrims feel part of what is going on and to make them understand that everyone is welcome at Walsingham. 

Important that families worship together but:

We welcome them by:

-providing activity packs for use during services

-encouraging them to take a full part in what is going on e.g. sprinkling, 

-having young people serving or reading a lesson

-have craft and other activities at points during the day

-having a dedicated space, for parents to bring their children if they want or need to. 

Child who said to his sister when I gave them an activity pack etc ‘See I told you it wouldn’t be boring’. 

9. Visiting with their Parish or with parents/carers for the day

Again just being smiley with them and saying hello! Just smiling and talking to them if you see them! 

Can provide activities for parishes who bring a group of children with them

Encourage serving and reading etc

Again, they need to experience that it is not just for adults!

Helps the adults who will bring their children again

Activity booklets at the back of the Shrine Church for use during services or at any time or to take away. 

We have a bench that contains toys and activities for children. Also it is an area to take children if they become restless. Adults often become very anxious if their child is making a noise etc. Letting them know that it is OK and if they want to their is somewhere they can take them, but still be part of what is going on is VERY IMPORTANT! 

Young Pilgrims are vital as they we want to encourage them to grow in their Christian faith and they are the future! 

-clear explanations of what is happening

-friendly faces

-taking part as much as possible (and having them visible at larger events)

-spaces that are theirs to use

-things to do

- making them feel that Walsingham is not just for adults
