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My Journey on the

Camino Ignaciano
By Riley Peick
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s I step on board a flight
to Madrid with my
best friend, Lauren, I feel my
stomach flutter in nervous
anticipation, bombarded by
doubts and unanswered questions such as, “Can I do this?
Am I strong enough mentally,
physically, spiritually?”
I am facing five weeks of
nonstop learning and growth,
coming immediately on the
heels of my graduation from
Saint Louis University, which
itself capped off four years of
learning and growth.
Of course, my college years
were a very different type of
learning and growth, with
equally high, yet somehow
different, stakes. And, while it
might seem similar, this journey I’m on is not just another
opportunity to study abroad
or make memories. This is a
chance to express gratitude and
grow in my faith on the Camino
Ignaciano.
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Lauren & Riley take a break to enjoy the beauty Spain has to offer.

nm
Whenever I tell someone that I am walking the
Camino Ignaciano, I have to clarify that this is different
from the Camino de Santiago, which more than 200,000
people walk each year. Instead, the Camino Ignaciano
is a five-year-old pilgrimage that attracts only a couple
hundred pilgrims a year.
The “Ignatian Way” specifically recreates the route
that Ignatius of Loyola made from his hometown of
Loyola to a monastery in Montserrat and eventually to
Manresa. It was in a cave outside the city of Manresa
where Ignatius wrote his Spiritual Exercises, a set of
meditations and prayers used by thousands of people to
grow in their faith.
nm
As Lauren and I disembark from our bus and
finally step foot in Loyola, our ever-present nerves make
way for excitement as we near the beginning of our
27-day Camino. Somehow everything leading up to this
moment brought us right where we needed to be. Our

crazy bus directions miraculously worked out, and our
ensuing visit to the Santuario de Loiola, where Ignatius
was born and a church now stands in his honor, centered our hearts and minds for the beginning of our
11-mile “easy” hike. And, also miraculously, this hike
does turn out to be easy, thanks to dozens of mountain
tunnels that channeled cool air to offer relief from the
midday heat.
Unfortunately, as will happen in any good story,
the tables turned upon our arrival in the first
town on the way. Based on our research before
leaving, we expected lodging to be readily available upon our arrival in different
towns each night. Instead, we find, on our
first day no less, that all the hostels and
hotels that we know of are completely
full. Hours pass, and I am beginning to
fear that our only option will be to sleep
outside. However, thankfully, a Basque
man, who by the grace of God spoke just
enough English to make up for our lack of
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fluency in the Basque language, helped us find a room to
stay only a couple of miles away. If not for his generosity
and warmth, we would have had no option but to sleep
outside on our backpacks that night.
nm

The author in front of
the Sanctuary of Loyola
before starting his
400-mile pilgrimage.
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As I packed and prepared for the Camino Ignaciano,
I slowly came to realize that not much would be possible
in the way of planning. As a Type A person, I enjoy
knowing what every part of my day will look like, and I
try to be prepared for anything, so this inability to plan
proved especially challenging. But on my camino experience, I found myself able to let go and instead “let God.”
I realized that no amount of studying would make me
fluent in Basque, Spanish and Catalan, and that there was
no way to foretell exactly what each day would hold in
terms of terrain or my thoughts and intentions.
Things improved after the first day of nearly being
without shelter, and I found that God gave us what we
needed. Each day, we found someone willing to help
us despite the language barrier, and we always found
our way.
The theme of suffering seemed to be a constant
during my walks. The week before embarking on the
camino, I came across a quote from St. Ignatius that
spoke to suffering and the opportunities it provides:
If God causes you to suffer much, it is a sign that
He has great designs for you, and that He certainly
intends to make you a saint. And if you wish to
become a great saint, entreat Him yourself to give
you much opportunity for suffering; for there is no
wood better to kindle the fire of holy love than the
wood of the cross, which Christ used for His own
great sacrifice of boundless charity.

Top left, a placard on the ground in front
of the Sanctuary of Loyola indicates both
the Sanctuary of Loyola and the Camino
Ignaciano
The path of the Camino Ignaciano – 397 miles
through 27 cities and five regions of Spain

My consideration of suffering encompassed far more
than just the physical and mental demands of a long day
of walking, but rather incorporated the violence and suffering in the world. This became an ongoing motif in my
daily reflection. It put the exhaustion, the blisters, and
the loneliness into context, knowing that I would only
“suffer” for 27 days, for the problems of the world were
much bigger and more enduring than my occasional
troubles.
nm
Walking the Camino is a powerful experience.
Pilgrims find the journey allows them to reconnect
spiritually and spend hours every day in contemplation.
My Camino experience bore this out despite my initial
dismay over the unpredictability of the journey and
encounters with others. I knew from the beginning that
it would not be the Camino de Santiago, with its thousands of pilgrims, and I knew we would spend most of
our time in small towns. Nonetheless, I did not anticipate that I would have to wait until day 20 to see another
Camino Ignaciano pilgrim. I found it challenging not to
have the company of other pilgrims.
The Camino Ignaciano from Loyola to Manresa
challenged me in ways I did not expect. Although it
began as an expression of gratitude and a way to deepen
my understanding of the Jesuits before my year of service
at Regis Jesuit High School, it became more than that.
The Camino answered my questions about my personal strength. It took my questions about my spirituality
and developed them into far greater inquiries than I had
ever sought before. Indeed, I was left with even more
and deeper questions than I had before I took that
first step on the Way. Fortunately, my years of Jesuit

Posing next to a statue of St. Peter Claver, Riley and Lauren have the
opportunity to sleep in his home of Verdu that night.

education have drilled into me that questioning is good
and wise and important. I know I will face questions this
year about what kind of person I want to be and what
kind of teacher I want to become. The Camino Ignaciano
has prepared me to answer those questions. And for that,
I am eternally grateful.
Riley Peick, a 2016 Saint Louis University graduate,
is completing a year of service as an Alum Service Corps
volunteer at Regis Jesuit High School in Denver. For more
information about the Camino Ignaciano, feel free to reach
out to Riley and Lauren at rpeick@regisjesuit.com.
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