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			To my siblings: Maureen, Kevin, Mary Ann, Colleen, Kelly, Dan.

			You can go home again.
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			LONDON FALLING

			The passage to eternity begins on the Piccadilly Line to Cockfosters. Contain the snickering, you tell yourself during the gentle forward rocking through London’s Tube. By now, you should be purged of the trivial and juvenile. You should be in pilgrim mode. You’ve prepared for a journey of more than a thousand miles by walking hills and stairs, by breaking in shoes and building calf muscles, by shedding weight and inconvenient thoughts. You’ve tried to knead doubt into a lump of manageable anxiety. Getting in spiritual shape was much harder. You tidied up your affairs, made a donation to charity. Atoned. You ended a thirty-year feud with a man you’ve known since college. Although, when you told him all was forgiven, he responded with a quizzical look and said, “Were we in a feud?” You hope the soul has not gone dark. You’ve given it a scrub, cleaned out the grime from long-held grievances, petty jealousies, and spells of intolerance. The goal is to be fresh, open to possibility.

			At Heathrow earlier today, after a nine-hour flight from my home in Seattle, I felt inexplicably cheerful in the grim fluorescence of an international customs barrier, ready to roam.

			“Are you alone?” the British officer asked. I wanted to say, “Aren’t we all,” but a sign warned that this was a gate of utter seriousness; it was a crime to joke.

			“Why are you alone?”

			I explained that I was starting a pilgrimage from Canterbury to Rome, the Via Francigena.

			“The what?”

			Well, surely you’ve heard of the Camino de Santiago in Spain, I told him. More than a quarter million people walk some part of that dusty path to the tomb of the Apostle Saint James every year. I will follow a less-known trail, once the major medieval route from Canterbury to Rome, the Via Francigena. The name means, roughly, the Way Through France, and is pronounced frahn-chee-jeh-na. More of a braid than a single road, it traces a course described by Sigeric the Serious, archbishop of Canterbury, when he walked through Europe to see the pope in the year 990. My plan is to travel the entire route of the Via, about twelve hundred miles on foot, on two wheels, four wheels, or train—so long as I stay on the ground. The Via Francigena crosses the English Channel to Calais, wends through dark towns still shadowed by King Clovis, Napoleon, and war, to hilltop cathedrals said to hold calcified scraps of saints and proof of miracles. It leaves the cold interiors of northern France for the revitalizing air of the mountains and the Reformation, deep into Switzerland. Up, up, up into the Alps after that. Down, down, down through the Sound of Music hamlets of the Val d’Aosta. Then south into the radiance of Tuscan villages first inhabited in the Etruscan era twenty-five hundred years ago. In the end, it’s a straight line to St. Peter’s Square over the fabled Roman road, in hopes of meeting a pope with one working lung who is struggling to hold together the world’s 1.3 billion Roman Catholics through the worst crisis in half a millennium.

			

			—

			NOW HERE IS my first stop, St. Pancras station in central London. It’s another curious name, sounding like an homage to an internal organ. The tourist information booth has nothing on the origin. “Some kind of saint.” Pancras, it turns out, was a teenage martyr, killed by the Romans in AD 304 for refusing to worship one of their gods. The boy was beheaded. He has a special place in England because some of his relics—body parts and the like—were carried to these shores in the first systematic attempt to bring Christianity to the island, in the sixth century.

			The morning is lovely, May sunlight pouring through the big glass walls of the station. I pick up a couple of papers and magazines, happy to be in a city where print journalism is alive and shouting. It’s tempting to overstate things in the daily grind of events, but the news of the day seems monumental on all fronts. Britain is cracking up—an existential fight. Having shaped so much history for so many centuries, a fractious former imperial power struggles to find its place in the world, and with how much of that world to open its doors to. No nation is an island—even one that is an island—entire of itself. A shared national narrative, difficult in the best of times, is far out of reach for “this precious stone set in the silver sea,” in Shakespeare’s perfect tribute.

			And something else is running through the national disquiet: the kingdom is fast losing its belief in God. For the first time, more than half of all British say they have no religion at all. Some are looking for answers in the five-thousand-year-old Neolithic mystery of Newgrange in Ireland, a circular mound of tomb passages older than the Great Pyramids at Giza—a fascination of the neo-pagans. Others are dogmatically atheistic, if that isn’t oxymoronic. In between are people who haven’t given up on the Big Questions, but are checking out of organized religion in droves. The collapse has hit the Church of England hard, with just 15 percent of UK residents now calling themselves Anglican, the faith founded by Henry VIII. To this day, the head of the church, ninety-three-year-old Queen Elizabeth II, is also head of state. For centuries, in order to hold office or even attend college, you had to take an oath of supremacy, swearing to the monarch’s absolute power at the top of this nation’s established church.

			One story predicts the end of British Christianity within fifty years, when the religion brought here with the bones of Saint Pancras will become “statistically invisible.” Across the pond, a much slower-moving but similar trend is taking hold in America. There, the fastest-growing segment of belief is no particular belief—the Nones, as they’re called. Nearly seven in ten Americans are still Christian. But if White Anglo-Saxon Protestants were indeed the rootstock of the United States, then the mother ground is nearly barren. What’s happening is a mass exodus, particularly among the young: 71 percent of people aged eighteen to twenty-four say they have no religion. Since 1980, the Church of England has shuttered a thousand places of worship—great stone heaps, finely masoned and arched to high purpose, now demolished, sold at auction and repurposed, or left to rot.

			This news sharpens my purpose. At times, we have trouble seeing history as it slow pivots. But here now is a moment that’s been building for a century. Britain—and much of Europe, the theological cradle of Christianity—has never been so removed from belief in God. It’s likely that a higher percentage of people once worshipped Odin or Jupiter than those who now regularly pray to the carpenter’s son from Nazareth. Elsewhere, the world is becoming more religious, and Christianity is growing, robustly so in China and Africa. With 2.2 billion followers, the faith that began as a small Jewish sect is by far the planet’s most popular and diverse religion. But in Europe, where the rules of the spiritual here and hereafter were shaped over centuries of bloodshed, it’s all a shrug.

			One reason I want to follow the Via Francigena is to experience layers of time on consecrated ground. There’s barely a village along the way that has not played host to some life-changing event, a cathedral stairway that has not been trod by martyrs, madmen, or monarchs. Would there come a day when all those shrines and reliquaries would be nothing but Michelin-starred curiosities—left behind, like the great rock faces of Easter Island or Stonehenge? What was that all about, we may ask, looking at haloed humans fronting an oversized edifice in marble. In that sense, this adventure is an attempt to find God in Europe before God is gone.

			But I have another motive to get moving over this sanctified pathway. For the enfeebled Church of England, the figure of Jesus is almost an afterthought; he is “sometimes compelling,” as the Anglican bishop of Buckingham recently put it. I’m looking for something stronger: a stiff shot of no-bullshit spirituality. I have no idea what that is. I’ve never been “saved” or visited by an apparition or even had a prayer answered, that I know of. I’m a skeptic by profession, an Irish Catholic by baptism, culture, and upbringing—lapsed but listening, like half of all Americans of my family’s faith. I’m no longer comfortable in the squishy middle; it’s too easy. I’ve come to believe that an agnostic, as the Catholic comedian Stephen Colbert put it, “is just an atheist without balls.” It’s time to force the issue, to decide what I believe or admit what I don’t.

			I’m clearly not a theologian. Others can fight over doctrine, as they have for centuries. Others can see grave peril in something as simple as allowing a divorced Catholic to receive communion. The dancing-angel-counting on that head of a pin will continue until end times, preferably far out of sight. But if there are a small number of hardened truths to be found on this trail, let the path reveal itself. I feel driven by something I read from Saint Augustine during my prep work: “Men go abroad to admire the heights of mountains, the mighty waves of the sea, the broad tide of rivers, the vast compass of the ocean, the circular motion of the stars, and yet they pass over the mystery of themselves without a thought.” We are spiritual beings. But for many of us, malnutrition of the soul is a plague of modern life.

			One member of my family was nearly destroyed by religion. The men of faith in our diocese committed a monstrous crime. Another sibling was made whole by religion, after losing a son to murder and finding that no one but God could salve her wounds. There are no clean lines in our clan, only a muddle—rage mixed with redemption. I’m still haunted by the last hours of my mom’s life. She was a well-read, progressive Catholic, a mother of seven. “I’m not feeling it, Timmy,” she said, the color fading from her face, the strangling tendrils of her brain cancer closing in, that lethal glioblastoma. “I’m not sure anymore. I don’t know what to believe or what’s ahead. I don’t . . . know.”

			I arrived on a Boeing 747 that is nearly twice as long as the Wright brothers’ first flight. I begin my passage with all the world’s known knowledge in the palm of my hand. And yet, I feel that so much is still unknown—the unquantifiable, my mother’s doubts on her deathbed. At the depth of this year’s dreary winter, I went to a “Search for Meaning” festival at Seattle University. I assumed it would be just a handful of the usual search-for-meaning suspects lamenting the meaninglessness of it all. But the major events were sold out, demand much greater than supply. At the same time, I started looking at pictures of the enchanting Via Francigena, this magnificent curiosity through the heart of secular Europe. The tug—and yes, the light, particularly in Italy—was irresistible. Here was a chance to consider two thousand years of theological thinking, refined by some of the best minds and tortured souls, all the opinionated ghosts of the Via Francigena.

			Rome, by plane, is less than three hours away. My camino will take months, depending on dogs encountered, feet blistered, bad water ingested, and the wondrous distractions in between. Sigeric’s route gained prominence at the height of the medieval era, when upward of two million people journeyed south along this way every year. They took to the road to escape miserable lives, to look for plunder, to find a miracle cure for the everyday diseases that killed adults in their prime. And many thousands slogged through forests and bogs, past dens of thieves, renegade knights, and redoubts of rabid dogs, in searing heat and mortal cold, as a way to cinch a place in heaven. During a papal jubilee—a holy year—the church offered this pact: make an epic journey to Rome and receive a plenary indulgence in return, the slate of sin wiped clean. And no doubt, thousands more went out of a genuine desire to connect to God. It’s the same feeling today that motivates the 200 million people worldwide who make some form of spiritual pilgrimage every year. But among the 40,000 who stride over part of the modern V.F., most are not on a religious journey. They are seeking space to think, to reflect, to “learn how to waste time,” as the European keepers of the trail reported in their most recent analysis.

			

			—

			IN CANTERBURY, I walk from the train station to the cathedral, with one task ahead of me before I do anything else. I find my way to an office inside the medieval compound of the church and present my blank credential, the official record of anyone who attempts the Via Francigena. This is a personal record more than anything else, though the Catholic Church requires that certain stages be completed in order to receive the Vatican seal of the Testimonium at the end. I get my first stamp, the emblem of a cross on a shield, imprinted on a square of the page, marking a beginning. I start as a father, a husband, an American deeply troubled by the empty drift of our country. And for the next thousand miles or so, I will try to be a pilgrim.
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			A CANTERBURY TALE

			The altar where Archbishop Thomas Becket was hacked to death by a quartet of knights on a December evening in 1170 was always a reason to come to Canterbury. You would want to kneel on the cold floor where the most powerful man of God in the kingdom fell. You might be lucky enough to get a drop of his diluted blood, the most precious commodity of the most visited site in a cathedral so crowded with history it is called England in Stone. You would, at the least, start a proper pilgrimage to Rome by leaving something of value behind at the place where church and state clashed with the shattering of a skull. And so today you study the bronze sculpture of two swords in the cathedral, and wonder why an 850-year-old crime scene is still one of the most sacred sites in all Christendom. It’s the first question a pilgrim confronts on the Via Francigena.

			“Who will rid me of this meddlesome priest?” The exact phrase of King Henry II may be less Shakespearean. He might have said “turbulent” priest. Or some other variant. No matter: the intent was the same. And so on December 29, nearly six centuries after the first archbishop of Canterbury had built a palace of worship on this ground, Henry’s knights butchered Thomas Becket. That should have been the end of it. But to still the heart of a nation’s highest-ranking ambassador of Christ, at a time when the church held sway over nearly every aspect of life and death in Europe, was not just a shocking affront; it was a declaration of war against the world order, undertaken to change the balance of power.

			Almost instantly, the church proclaimed Thomas a martyr and a saint. Miracles occurred at his tomb in the church. The blind could see. The deaf could hear. The lame could walk. Word spread of the magic of his mortal remains. To touch any part of him was to be cured. Pilgrims started coming, a trickle at first, then a flood, finally an industry. In ten years’ time, more than seven hundred miracles were attributed to Becket. Of course, as an alternative to common medieval medical practices like drilling a hole in the skull of the sick—the practice known as trepanning—the concentrated mental power of belief had a chance at success. A pilgrimage was one of the primary ways to cure smallpox, leprosy, or the skin-disfiguring malady of St. Anthony’s fire. The cathedral and its bloodstained floor became England’s premier shrine. Canterbury flourished. Its inns and pubs filled with travelers and holy fools. English literature was birthed by the fictional stories of these pilgrims in these inns, stories crafted by Geoffrey Chaucer in the late fourteenth century. His tales were ribald, witty, with characters who sounded like real people. In the end, there was always a twist.

			Cowering at the reaction of the faithful, King Henry II was disgraced. He said the murder was a terrible mistake. He built a monastery and pilgrim hospice as repentance. He donned a sackcloth, scratchy and filthy, and walked barefoot on a cold night through the streets of Canterbury, flogged by eighty monks. When he reached the cathedral, the king showed everyone his bleeding back, then crawled inside to spend the night next to the crypt of the man who would become the most famous saint in England.

			

			—

			
			TO THIS DAY, Thomas Becket continues to haunt the mother church of the global Anglican faith. “When I’m in Canterbury I go through a door leading me to the steps on which the blood of Thomas Becket fell in 1170.” So began a recent sermon by the Most Reverend Justin Welby, the 105th archbishop of Canterbury. “It’s a slightly odd feeling.” Welby is a sad-faced, late-middle-aged cleric who is so self-effacing you want to slap him—Snap out of it, man, your predecessors made kings crawl and popes tremble! He is one of only three people on earth allowed to touch the Crown; the monarch and the royal jeweler are the others. A new king or queen is anointed with holy oils administered by his hand, sealing the sovereign to God. And yet, Welby feels emasculated every time he sees the list of the 104 prior archbishops on a wall in the cathedral, all the way back to Augustine, the first man to hold the title (not the philosopher, but an Italian evangelist).

			In his way, Welby is like many of his fellow British, ritually apologizing for this or that. He is sorry for colonies. He is sorry for homophobia. He is sorry about pedophiles among clerical ranks. He is sorry that Christians can sound “holier than thou.” He laments “secular stagnation” and “the long years of winter in the church.” Civility is gone, and in its place “we have seen an upwelling of poison and hatred that I cannot remember in this country for very many years.” All of this begging-of-pardon and whimpering prompted a fellow Anglican, writing in the Daily Mail, to ask, “What is the point of the archbishop of Canterbury?” It’s a fair question.

			The strength of this archbishop is his story. As the son of two alcoholic parents, his childhood was miserable. He was “the shyest, most-unhappy-looking boy you could imagine,” one classmate recalled. Faith was an afterthought. “I vaguely assumed there was a God, but I didn’t believe,” said Welby in a profile in the British press. “I wasn’t interested at all.” After school at Eton and Trinity College, he married, started a family, and rose to become a petroleum executive. But his first child, a girl who had yet to see her first birthday, was killed in a car accident in Paris. The grief and search for healing sent him into the ministry. Somewhat awkwardly of late, Welby has tried to explain his outward melancholy. He suffers from what he calls “the black dog of depression”—no small thing in a country where suicide is the leading cause of death for men under the age of forty-five. It takes him down into a place that is “beyond description, hopeless.” He seems very lonely as well, another national scourge. Britain just named its first minister for loneliness to deal with what the prime minister calls “the sad reality of modern life.”

			Just before he was enthroned by the queen in 2013, he found out that his father, Gavin Welby, a bootlegger with a rakish reputation, was Jewish. This history had long been hidden from him. Imagine that: a half-Jew leading a state church that had done so much to further hatred of Jews. It was English clerics who spread the blood libel—the toxic notion that Jews killed Christian children in order to use their blood for ritual purposes—as a way to dodge mounting financial debts. Jews were expelled from England in 1290, in part because of the reach of this mortal lie and other falsehoods planted by Christians. Back then, the archbishop’s father would have been an outcast, forced to flee for his life, his home and savings seized. Welby has yet to find a way to use his unusual story, even though he understands the power of narrative to move lives. He did make a plea in another sermon to the legions of atheists, the snarky press, the collapsed and no longer listening. “It is impossible to understand the world today,” he said, “without understanding religion.”

			

			—

			MY GUIDE FOR A TOUR of the cathedral is a cheeky fellow, quick-witted and well attuned to the slightest slip in the attention of our small group. So, while he dutifully notes that there has been a Christian church on the cathedral grounds since the first stone was stacked in the year 597, he is eager to point out the naughty secrets of this English Vatican. Up here in a ceiling of the former monks’ cloister, look closely: there is the image of a mermaid of some sort, or the early Starbucks logo, openly displaying what looks like her genitalia. Oh, those monks, toiling away in the darkness of winter on thin gruel, their fingers worn to sandpaper—such pranksters! And over there in one large stained-glass window: observe the parable in the colored panels. It tells the story of a felon who was blinded for his crimes, then had his sight restored during his pilgrimage to Canterbury. But his family never gave money to the church for this miracle, so they lost a child. The moral: donate or die.

			And finally, on our way out, we marvel at Christ Church Gate, the superbly ornamented outdoor entrance wall to the cathedral compound. The guide directs our attention to one small carving in particular, just beneath a Tudor rose. It appears to be a naked woman, full-breasted, but wait!—is that a penis? Indeed, the figure is a hermaphrodite, he tells us, probably the joke of a bored craftsman. Curious, though, when I try to buy a copy of The Canterbury Tales at the Anglican bookstore, the clerk tells me no, no, no, waving his finger. They can’t sell The Canterbury Tales here at Canterbury Cathedral—just a pamphlet-sized edition with the introduction. The book is too bawdy, full of sexual innuendo. No place in a church for such a thing.

			Answering the call of bells pealing for evensong, I dash away in time to get a place deep in the heart of a cathedral that was twenty-three generations in the making. I’m seated in a high-backed pew carved with exquisite designs, the wood aged to dark chocolate. The acoustics are superb. And when the multiracial and multigenerational weave of voices—all angelic in white—comes together, the sound wafts upward to the vaults and carries me away with it. I’m not sure if this is prayer, homage, or performance, but it’s a transcendent few moments for the soul. By the time I go for a run at sunset atop the twenty-foot-high walls first built by the Romans, Canterbury has made its way into my heart. It’s a garden city, soft and green, veined by a river split into two, with Tudor homes and thick-waisted fruit trees and international students in plaid uniforms who know a Chaucer verse by heart. What the Romans created, the Nazis nearly destroyed. Almost a third of the town was hit by German bombing. The explosives unearthed bedrock of the lost urban design: relics of a pagan heritage to go with Canterbury’s pilgrim lineage. Worshippers of Woden, who got around on a horse with eight legs, and Thunor, the Anglo-Saxon god of bad weather, were given a fresh appraisal.

			

			—

			ONE BENEFIT of the disgustingly unhealthy full English breakfast—eggs and thick bacon, black pudding and sausage, baked beans, buttered toast, and a grilled tomato—is the incentive to trot off and canter, a word that owes its origin to this city. I have another day here before I start the Via Francigena, with a few pilgrim tasks still ahead. One is to visit the natal home of English Christianity. When the Romans left Britain more than four centuries after Julius Caesar first landed in 55 BC, the island dissolved into clans and tribal kingdoms—Christian Celts in the west and north, the more recently arrived Germanic Angles and Saxons in the east and here in Kent. The barbarians from the Continent gave their name to their new island home—Angland. More than a century earlier, Ireland, never conquered by Rome, had fused its Druidic traditions into a lively form of indigenous Christianity, largely due to the persuasion of a tireless former slave, the man known as Saint Patrick. The Irish wove this religion, and their art, monastic settlements, and written and oral traditions, into other parts of the British Isles, and eventually the European mainland. This came at a time when a fledgling faith born among unlearned Galilean fishermen had passed from its persecution phase, through embrace by the Roman Empire, to efforts by bands of missionaries to seed the pagan pockets of Europe.

			But the south of Angland stuck with the old gods. The story has it that Pope Gregory sent Augustine north “to a barbarous, fierce and unbelieving nation whose language they did not understand,” as one early historian put it. Lucky for him, Queen Bertha, the wife of local pagan King Ethelbert of Kent, was Christian by way of her French background, and she welcomed the men from Rome in 597. The other alternative, more typical, would be to throw the foul-smelling strangers into the sea, anchored to stones. With Bertha’s prodding, the king eventually abandoned his own deities and welcomed the religion of a foreign people into his realm.

			Christians from afar had no power or leverage in these strange lands of many gods. A century before, they had converted much of present-day France and Germany—as they did Ireland—without state violence or coercion. Their message was optimistic, born of hope, salvation for men and women, no matter their standing among the class-bound clans. They were charitable toward the poor, and affectionate to each other. “How these Christians love one another!” said a pagan among the new arrivals. They promoted a Christ who said he had been “anointed to bring good news” (the god-spel in Old English) to the downtrodden. Nor was the conversion in southern England aided by military victory—a prayer answered in battle, proof of the value of upgrading from one deity to another, as these things often were. The king’s wife, Bertha, simply won him over with the passion for her faith. A large monastery eventually rose on land given to the Catholics by Ethelbert.

			But what’s this? The foundational footprint of British Christianity, the former monastery and burial grounds of Ethelbert, Bertha, and Augustine, is rubble: a vast ruin behind a fence in the heart of the Canterbury World Heritage site. It looks like a portent of things to come. I walk over a hushed field of ankle-high grass, between scatterings of stone from a Middle Age complex that once closed off the sky overhead. I see a two-story, crumbling brick arch, the floor of a former cathedral nave, a few pillars holding nothing. Who would destroy a place so crucial to England’s sense of self? Nazis, I presume. The bastards. No, it was fellow English who did it. First by neglect, and then by deliberation—tied to the shifting loyalties of the Crown.

			Beware the marriage of church and state, for the divorce is always violent. Six hundred years after that crew of humble missionaries stumbled ashore, Becket had pushed the boundary of ecclesiastical control, putting Catholics in cassocks beyond the reach of civil institutions. “The clergy,” he insisted, “should be ruled by their own law.” This change, shielding priests and monks from nonreligious courts for crimes like rape or murder, infuriated the king. But the killing of Becket only strengthened the grip of the clerical class. It would be 360 years before another monarch in England dared to defy a pope. That came in the 1530s, when Henry VIII broke with Rome over his marital desires and declared himself Supreme Head of the Church of England. Emboldened by his unlimited new spiritual powers, Henry VIII set about destroying the old Christian establishment. Thomas Becket’s ghost was the first to go. The saint’s shrine was demolished in the cathedral, and those miracle-inducing body parts were dispersed. He was declared a rebel and traitor by royal proclamation. Other saints were downgraded as well, and stained-glass depictions of their lives were smashed. In 1538, the king closed the abbey that stood where I now stand, ending nine centuries of monastic life. All over the kingdom, monks were forced into the street, their treasures confiscated by the Crown. Thousands of books were destroyed, leaving Oxford University, among others, without a library collection for almost seventy years.

			Pilgrimages were outlawed, shutting off the flow to the south for English Christians. Henry VIII was excommunicated. A religious war followed. After Henry’s death, one of his children, Mary, a Catholic, used state violence to restore the Roman faith; she sent nearly three hundred people to die in various human bonfires. You can still find her dour countenance all over Canterbury. It came as a surprise to look up from a pint in a pub and see Bloody Mary staring back at me from a frame on the wall. Another daughter of Henry’s, Elizabeth I, attacked Catholics during her long reign. Mass was forbidden, bishops were executed. For a time, clerics hid in “priest holes,” brick shelters, and were fed through tubes in the masonry.

			No matter who was in power, the medieval Becket trade remained highly competitive. The cult that had developed around every conceivable body part—hair, teeth, a piece of a finger—spread far and wide after he was martyred a second time by Henry VIII. Any church of standing needed a saintly relic, if not from Becket, then from a certified entrant to heaven. The reason was simple: relics could produce miracles, crucial to conversions. Relics had supernatural power. They gave off energy. And relics could generate a small fortune from people who paid to view them, and were rewarded in return with a specific reduction in years spent in that foggy lounge of purgatory.

			Although Henry VIII had tried to erase every trace of Becket from Canterbury, his long-dead nemesis got the last word. Today, the newer shrine that I saw, with the shadowed swords, draws throngs of people. In 1982, John Paul II, the first pope to visit Canterbury Cathedral, knelt in silent prayer at the spot where Thomas was killed, the marble floor worn by the knees of millions of pilgrims. In 2016, a bone fragment of the saint was brought to England from Hungary and given a tour worthy of a Rod Stewart revival. “Becket’s Elbow to Return to Site of His Murder” was the headline in The Guardian. It makes sense that a king’s murder of a Catholic archbishop would still have so much resonance. For what is the story of Christianity but another state execution—the killing of a seditious Jew by a Roman governor?

			I was told I could find the saint’s relics at the comparatively small Catholic church of Saint Thomas of Canterbury. The sacred scraps are behind glass, above the altar in the Martyrs’ Chapel. One object is a piece of cloth from his clerical vestment. The other is a bone chip, wrapped in jewels, though there is no explanation of what part of Becket’s frame this came from. The skeletal nugget could be anyone’s, and the cloth could be a fraud as well. In this dark and lonely chapel in Canterbury’s old town, you have to accept on faith that the two holiest items did indeed belong to Thomas Becket. I sit and take in what aura there is, the years and hopes imbued in these average-looking objects. I think of all the people with tumorous bellies or sightless eyes, pleading. Sadly, I’m not feeling anything. But then, I didn’t ask for anything. Not just yet.

			

			—

			THE NEXT MORNING, Sunday, brings me to the oldest church in the English-speaking world—Saint Martin’s. It may be the oldest active community in the English-speaking world, as some in Canterbury assert. Saint Martin’s is a modest clump of brick and rock, off the street in a nest of ancient yews and gravestones that have settled into ashen-colored permanence. Set next to a prison, Saint Martin’s is both a cemetery and a church, all of it exuding decay—not the best enticement for young people to join a faith on the brink of extinction in Britain. The chapel was first built in Roman times for a sect of local Christians. The Saxons, the Normans, the Tudors, and Anglicans all added on to it, so that the structure is a compact tutorial in English history—not unlike the self-evident geology lesson in the tiers of the Grand Canyon. It was here that Queen Bertha took Augustine and his forty monks when they arrived at Canterbury in 597.

			On the way to the church, I saw my first sign to the Via Francigena: a yellow cartoon pilgrim in a loose-fitting tunic, with a wooden staff and a bindle of his possessions over his shoulder. What a thrill! Follow this elfin wayfarer for a thousand miles and you’ll never get lost. Either that or you’ll recover from a lifetime of being lost. I was encouraged by the sight of a pair of young pilgrims, two women briskly striding out of Canterbury. Just behind them was a covey of middle-aged trail walkers, with heavy, high-end backpacks and lightweight hiking sticks. Heading out to see the world along Pilgrims Way, they were excitedly chattering like soldiers going off to war. I felt the same way. There is nothing like a beginning, when the slate is clean, the road open, the tank full of optimism.

			Outside Saint Martin’s is a small welcoming sign: “We do not have all the answers. We are on a spiritual journey. We look to Scripture, reason and tradition to help us on our way. Whoever you are, we offer you a space to draw nearer to God and walk with us.” I’m impressed. Since when does the oldest church in the English-speaking world—or any church, for that matter—not have all the answers? The words appeal to my awakened pilgrim spirit.

			Inside, I’m shocked. There are no more than twenty people at midmorning Sunday service. Most are elderly, save for a child playing in the back. Christianity “has perhaps proved more influential in shaping human destiny than any other institutional philosophy,” wrote the historian Paul Johnson. If so, is this the end of the line of that influence, the whimper? A woman seizes me immediately, sensing a fresh soul.

			“Oh, good morning!” she exclaims. “Welcome, welcome, welcome!” She takes me forcefully by the arm and guides me to a tray of baked goods.

			“Would you like a cookie?”

			No cookie, thanks all the same. But perhaps some juice, I mumble.

			“Yes, juice. Of course! Is apple cider all right? The local cider is quite good.”

			“Well then—”

			“But this is not local, and nor are you. Do tell me your name and where you come from. We’re so excited you decided to join us.”

			Things have gotten stickier than I want them to be. No religion for me, please, I’m pretending to be British. Where is Anglo reserve when you need it? I had hoped to slip in quietly, find a place in the back, and observe a solemn service in an iconic setting. I thought I might reflect on the Romans who knelt here, on Augustine’s Italian monks newly cast into the gloom of an English November, on Becket’s road to defiance of his king, on the truths that have held Christianity together through the years. Instead, I feel like the blood donor in a roomful of hemophiliacs.

			“Oh, please, you must at least try the cookies.”

			The church is museum quality. But it has a pulse—and a humane one at that. There’s a little side table where pilgrims can get their passports stamped, and a collection box for donations to the Muslim refugees huddling in filthy camps just across the Channel. After juice and cookies, the service gets under way with a few songs and readings. It’s very moving. The same message from the outside is repeated in the Pilgrim Post, the stapled monthly journal of the parish. “We do not have all the answers. We are on a spiritual journey.” The newsletter promotes an upcoming talk: “The Bible: Can it still be read as the unique truth about God?”

			A parishioner recounts a recent trip to Auschwitz, ending with a moral paradox that has long troubled people of faith: “Where was God in the Holocaust?” Where, indeed? Is there any plausible explanation for why a just God would allow the murder of six million Jews, and six million other innocents—the disabled, gays, Soviet and Polish civilians, Roma? Or even a single random killing of a single fine person? The answer provided here is the hardy and frustrating perennial: God gave humans free will. It’s our choice. We blew it, we screwed up, and in the twentieth century we committed the most heinous crime of all time. The parishioner doesn’t quite phrase it that way, but close. “Maybe the question is not so much why did God allow the Holocaust to happen, but why did we?”

			Saint Martin’s is without a vicar on this Sunday. A part-time substitute, the Reverend Jo Richards, cannot be here either, but she has sent along one of her sermons to be read. Women make up the majority of new Anglican ministers. The faith has come full circle. Just as a woman, Bertha, was responsible for Christianity taking hold in a big part of England, it now looks like women will have to save it. Jo explains that in the Greek New Testament there are two words for time. Chronos refers to that which can be measured in seconds, hours, and days, the time by which most of us live our lives. Kairos tracks the quality moments “where time seems to stand still and there is awe and wonder all around.”

			Afterward, I’m surrounded again and peppered with questions. How did I like the service? Would I care to attend midweek prayer? And one last plea on behalf of the uneaten cookies. So dreadfully sorry, I say, trying my best at a British apology. I’m on chronos time, with miles ahead of me, though hoping to encounter kairos time along the way.

			A snow-haired man, perhaps sensing my unease, guides me to the front of the church, the original Roman-built section. He introduces himself as a lay minister, longtime parishioner, and amateur historian. I ask this gentleman about the archbishop of Canterbury: what he thinks of the Jewish heritage of the leader of the Church of England.

			“Oh, but he’s not Jewish. Haven’t you heard?”

			No, I hadn’t heard. I should have had the AOC on my Google news alert, otherwise I wouldn’t have missed the major twist in the Very Reverend Welby’s story.

			“He’s a bastard.”

			It turns out his father is not Gavin Welby, the bootlegger of Jewish descent, who married Lady Williams of Elvel and had a son nine months after they were betrothed. His biological father is Sir Anthony Montague Browne, deceased, a former Royal Air Force officer who was the last private secretary to Prime Minister Winston Churchill. When first informed of this preposterous claim, the archbishop went out and had a DNA test taken to disprove it, using hair samples from a brush kept by Sir Anthony’s widow. But the test confirmed the story: Archbishop Welby was indeed this other man’s child—illegitimate, in the official parlance of church and legal disrepute. Welby was stunned.

			Dogged by the predatory press—“Archbishop Conceived During Mum’s Drunken Romp with Churchill Secretary”—his mother issued a statement explaining the turn of events. Just days before her wedding, she had slept with Browne. “Although my recollection of events is patchy, I now recognize that during the days leading up to my very sudden marriage, and fueled by a large amount of alcohol on both sides, I went to bed with Anthony Montague Browne. It appeared that the precautions taken at the time didn’t work and my wonderful son was conceived as a result of this liaison.”

			I leave the time-dented little church trying to put the twist in this Canterbury tale in perspective. Not so long ago, Welby would have been forced to resign, shamed on the way out the door, through no fault of his own. Once a bastard, always a bastard—that was the authoritative view. It wasn’t until 1969 that the Church of England ended a nearly four-hundred-year-old ban on anyone born illegitimate from becoming archbishop of Canterbury. Burke’s Peerage, the keeper of titles held by inbred earls and viscounts, didn’t include illegitimate children until 2009. The whole notion of “illegitimacy” is a horrid concept, damning a child at birth with a special kind of original sin. Welby has tried to make peace with this latest revelation. Don’t laugh or feel sorry for him, he says—his life story is a redemptive one. “To find that one’s father is other than imagined is not unusual,” he said in a statement. “I know that I find who I am in Jesus Christ, not in genetics.”

			In the face of collapse, doom, and ridicule, I can’t help but think that a church that confesses to not having all the answers, guided by a man who once would have been shunned as mentally ill for his depression, persecuted for being a Jew, or scorned as a bastard, has a future in this messy world. The things Welby discovered about himself would have condemned him at any other time in the two millennia of Christianity. This is progress, though it may have come too late to matter.
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			AT THE CLIFF OF THE KINGDOM

			It is so much easier to leave Britain than to enter it. But standing atop the White Cliffs of Dover, I wonder: Why leave? A sun-fused mist lies over the Channel, enough haze to obscure the Continent just twenty-three miles away. On the other side are thousands of people from some of the most wretched places on earth, all hoping to cross over to this chunk of chalk. The spot where England falls to the sea was the envy of Napoleon and Hitler, though neither was able to breach the briny barrier, and Julius Caesar and William the Conqueror, who did. Here is a Roman lighthouse as well as a castle crowning the bluff, built for pilgrims by Henry II when he was still doing penance for the death of Thomas Becket. And in my own expansive mode, I’m trying to forgive the English for what they did to the Irish through eight hundred years of institutionalized cruelty. That same Henry invaded Waterford a year after his knights split Becket’s skull. For my ancestors, it was all misery from then on. Most of the horrors were committed in the name of religion, Christian on Christian. Oh that, the English say whenever I bring up the tangle of our tormented heritage. Let it go.

			Why leave, when your feet are swollen and you already miss your family not even one week into an uncertain journey? Why leave, when those closest to you think you’re daft; most of them don’t even believe in God. “This old guy with a beard in the clouds—what a fairy tale,” said a longtime friend, having made a gradual life transition from annoying born-again to annoying atheist. I’ve got The Confessions of St. Augustine on my Kindle. But I’m also traveling with Christopher Hitchens, the great, late polemicist. He’s a combustible companion for days when I might go wobbly, as I just did at Saint Martin’s in Canterbury. “To us atheists, no spot on earth is or could be ‘holier’ than another,” he writes. I won’t argue with him for now. I’ll let him state his case from a book subtitled How Religion Poisons Everything. As for my expedition, Hitchens is not encouraging. “To the ostentatious absurdity of the pilgrimage,” he writes, “we can counterpose a leisurely or urgent walk from one side of the library or gallery to another.”

			Well then, why ever leave the British Library—largest in the world by items catalogued? I find one answer in the blog of a pilgrim who just left, trundling down the Via Francigena to Rome a few days ahead of me. Carlo Laurenzi, London-born to Italian-immigrant parents, buttoned up his home, strapped on an overly stuffed backpack, and started hoofing it south from Canterbury. Laurenzi is sixty-three, and his trip may be nothing more than a break from “the sad reality of modern life,” as his prime minister put it. But he’s also trying to resolve a spiritual quandary. He is unable to explain a couple of events in his life—occasions when he should have been killed in freak accidents. It made him think he was spared for a reason, that perhaps a greater power intervened. He won’t call it miraculous, just something he’s unable to square with his atheism. Deep walking, a term modern pilgrims throw around, is a way to resolve his inner conflicts.

			“I cannot slot in those anecdotes and experiences into my intellectual framework,” he wrote of his motive for taking to the Via Francigena. “Am I going insane? I hope not, but I’m surprised to be having to revisit something that I thought I’d left behind for good.”

			Laurenzi, a nonbeliever, must feel encouraged by recent words from Pope Francis. One might be better off as an atheist, he suggested, than a bad Christian. By that, he meant a Christian who exploits other people. He also warned against excessive rigidity, saying that those who tell us “it’s this or nothing” are not Catholics, but heretics. These kinds of statements leave me rubber-faced in cartoonish astonishment. He said . . . what? The pope made this bad-Christian observation after a visit to Sweden, the center of European neo-heathenism, where eight out of ten people are atheists or have no belief in any religion. It’s easier to come out as gay in Sweden, as a story on that secular stronghold noted, than to be an out Christian.

			I’m trying to write a letter to this pope, after mulling it over for weeks, working up the nerve. Yeah, O.K., I might as well be writing to Santa Claus. I want a pony, and an interview with the Vicar of Christ on Earth. I could try the journalistic route, using my New York Times credential. But after checking with colleagues in Rome and Manhattan who are far better connected and knowledgeable about Vatican affairs than a spiritual stray from the American West, I’m discouraged. Francis moves in mysterious ways, dialing people out of the blue, no pattern to his access. He would probably think I expect him to answer for all the centuries of ecclesiastical malpractice—the execution of heretics, fostering of wars, suppression of science and sexuality, not to mention the modern criminal clergy. That’s not what I’m after.

			Francis is the first pope from the Jesuits, a nearly five-hundred-year-old religious order known to produce many a brilliant thinker among the ranks of its educators. So . . . what if I try to play the Jesuit card, with the help of a priest I know? Father Stephen Sundborg, S.J., now a much-loved university president and theologian, was a teacher of mine in high school, a fresh-faced novitiate at the time. He was one of the few Jesuits who didn’t send me down to the office of the chain-smoking, radish-nosed, 250-pound vice principal to drop my pants and get my adolescent butt whacked with a perforated hardwood paddle. Father Steve is a friend, a highly evolved human, and he just returned from his own audience with Il Papa. Here goes:

			
				To the Holy Father:

				One of the oldest forms of discovery, affirmation, and search for enlightenment is the pilgrimage. And one of the oldest of pilgrimages is the Via Francigena, from Canterbury to Rome.

				“Go, pilgrim, and take your place in the sun and your share in the dust—heart awakened, forget the ephemeral.”

				I’m trying to follow this advice from the Liturgy of Hours, traveling a thousand miles on the Via Francigena for a look at time and terrain.

			

			Does that sound too pretentious? Or maybe it’s condescending. Sure, the pope knows about the purpose of the V.F.—why state the obvious? He sees the church as a “people of pilgrims,” as he has said. Every day, a fresh river of those pilgrims pours into St. Peter’s Square for a wave and a smile from the Bishop of Rome. All right then: maybe a bit of sincere flattery:

			
				I am intrigued by the Pope’s advice on how “voracious consumerism” can kill the soul. I’m moved by his treatment of refugees. I’m fascinated by how he uses the echoes of history—from the 500th anniversary of Martin Luther’s Reformation, or in his outreach to Anglicans—to forge a fresh way.

			

			Should I continue to use the third person in referring to Francis, as people do in the presence of a monarch—And how is Her Majesty’s toast this morning? Or make a direct appeal? I stay in the remove, and try for a sweep of purpose to entice him.

			
				As I wander from the shrines of European Christianity, with many of the great cathedrals empty, I’m interested in the Big Questions. How do we live in an increasingly secular age? What is our duty to our fellow humans—the refugees of war and sectarian strife—in a time of rising nationalism and tribalism? And what can the Gospel say to someone who thinks he can get all the world’s knowledge from the internet?

			

			I close with a reference to the Jesuits in general, a prominent mention of Father Steve, and an acknowledgment that my request is a long shot. And this would have to mark my point of no return, moving out of the security of spiritual complacency and into the unknown. It feels more like a plunge from Dover’s cliff than a gentle first step. Faith is groping at air during the fall, hoping to find something to grab on to.

			

			—

			THE WALK FROM CANTERBURY was eighteen miles, with little to slow a reasonably fit person trying to make three miles an hour, so long as you pack a big lunch, bring at least two liters of water, and take several long breaks. Out Monastery Street, down Pilgrims Way, past the villages of Patrixbourne and Womenswold, through cemeteries and farms, a stop at the inn at Shepherdswell, daydreaming through the tidy forest of Pidders Wood. There was an abandoned church, which another pilgrim, a graduate student named Julia Peters, had alerted me to after I contacted her following her own trip to Rome. Built in the twelfth century, this place served Christians from Becket’s day until the Beatles broke up. It’s now classified as “redundant,” the euphemism of Anglican euthanasia.

			Dover is slump-shouldered and sullen, still sulking after losing much of its European traffic to the Channel Tunnel in 1994. At a sidewalk kiosk on a pedestrianized street, I pick up a dog-eared book, The Last Thousand Days of the British Empire. Leafing through it, I realize that many Brits have never known anything but decline their entire lives. Some resent the descendants of those once ruled by colonial masters, now shaping the UK of tomorrow. The response of people who mourn the demise of Rule, Britannia is to go small, to close the doors, to feel put upon. Yet the island is not at war or mired in economic depression. The crisis in Britain is somewhat psychological, maybe self-induced, with a hint of hypochondria. Perhaps it’s tied to the uncertainties of the kingdom’s newfound spiritual independence. Say what you will about faith, but it anchored a nation for centuries. “There’s never been a better time to be alive, yet we feel so glum,” said Ian Goldin, an Oxford professor, speaking before the assembled elites at Davos. “So many people feel anxious. So many people feel this is one of the most dangerous times.”

			Dover Castle looks good for its age. Guardian of the sea below, it’s part of a sprawling site run by English Heritage, the official custodian of more than four hundred places dear to the national story. Inside Henry’s Great Tower are people dressed in medieval clothes, performing medieval tasks, but they do not have medieval teeth. I ask a serf who’s grinding grain into flour about the miserable medieval diet. I assume, as the Thomas Hobbes line has it, that life in those days was nasty, brutish, and short. A simple cut on the finger might inflame to an infection, which could become gangrenous, and fatal. Plagues like the Black Death swept through the cities, wiping out two-thirds of England’s population between 1348 and 1350, and a third of France’s. Half the people in Europe died of disease before their thirtieth birthday. Anyone taller than five-foot-ten was a giant. Leeches were part of a medicinal kit that included a hot balm of pigeon turds for treating kidney stones. Soap was a lump of boiled mutton fat and wood ash. Men wore underpants. Women did not. And subsisting on leathered beef, in the pre-dentistry era, must have produced a surfeit of people with jack-o’-lantern smiles.

			“Actually, most of them had pretty decent teeth,” says the costumed guide in the castle. That is, until great quantities of sugar were brought to Europe from the New World. Sugar changed everything. A sweet tooth could quickly lead to no teeth. But distant-past Brits didn’t just gnaw on gristle and slurp gruel while farting around the fire, he explains. (Or, if they were lucky, listening to Roland the Farter, a twelfth-century flatulist.) They boiled up big cauldrons of soups and stews, which were highly nutritious, and baked fat loaves of bread from what we would now call ancient grains.

			They ate with their hands. Forks didn’t become common until well after Henry VIII had died, though I doubt if modern cutlery would have reduced his portion sizes. At harvesttime, tables were heavy with fresh produce—fresh, that is, up until supper. Vegetables were always cooked to excess, or brined and pickled for storage. To eat a raw plant was considered a bad thing. The food was washed down by mead—a fermented honey concoction—ale, or wine from France. “The English drink no water,” one medieval chronicler observed, “unless at certain times upon religious score.” The bristled end of a reed served as a toothbrush.

			Wandering upstairs, I duck under short entrances and explore the quarters for pilgrims from eight hundred years ago. Like me, they would have had a hesitant moment before leaving their tight little world for a Via Francigena of rumor, danger, and uncertainty. They would have questioned their motives: Could walking toward a distant city really bring a person closer to God? And what about all the feral thoughts arising after prayer went unanswered? Some may have left Dover as believers, only to arrive in Rome as atheists. A medieval pilgrimage was a rough test of faith, the most unpredictable and independent thing a person could do in a short life.

			In the castle, the larger rooms were dormitories for the masses walking to Rome, where people slept on the floor, assured of protection inside this heavily insulated fortress. Other rooms, for the elites, are high-ceilinged, the floors polished. The bed boards on display are at a distinct angle at the head, which I imagine would make it difficult to slip into a decent slumber. It was common to sleep somewhat upright, another heritage docent explains, as a way to keep evil spirits from entering the body at night. To lie flat was similar to a dead body in repose—inviting the devil to enter.

			Outside, the mist has lifted. The view is stunning. From a perch above the castle walls, I take in the gentle chop of the Channel, leading away to the near beyond, where the tribes of Europe have long assembled for conquest. After crossing, the Romans built a landing named Dubris, and connected it by road and bridge over the River Thames, to another establishment, Londinium. Napoleon thought he could follow in their footsteps. “We have six centuries of insults to avenge,” he said. But his Grande Armée, unlike the javelin-bearing Romans who landed fifteen miles north of Dover, or the papal-sanctioned Normans who beached to the south, never made it across the water. It was another time in May when the bedraggled scraps of French and British forces were cornered for slaughter by the Nazi war machine in 1940, at the beach in Dunkirk. Would England fall, the Swastika soon to fly over the Palace of Westminster? Home, as the soldiers who queued up in the sand while the Germans strafed them, was almost close enough to touch—home, these white cliffs below me. You’re followed out of the castle compound by a renewed sense of debt to the last members of a dying generation. If you look away, you can see those shivering boys at water’s edge, ordinary people who saved the world.

			

			—

			IT’S TIME TO PUT my doubts in a pocket, and the UK behind me. I’m ready to see the Via, the Pas-de-Calais, the Champagne country, a village built on miracles, the city that Joan of Arc liberated, Napoleon’s boarding school, the Alps, and the most glorious Italian hill towns. Now that I’ve written my letter, Pope Francis is an even stronger pull—that goofy smile of his, the lightness of being, a surprise a day. He jolted the world from his first hour on the stage, when the immigrant’s son Jorge Mario Bergoglio took the name of a half-starved mystic from Assisi, the saint who didn’t own money, property, or shoes. The twelfth-century Francis was known as Il Poverello, the Little Poor Man. The twenty-first-century Francis, the first non-European pope in a thousand years, started his papacy as the most popular person on earth, gracing the covers of National Geographic, Time, and Rolling Stone. Of late, he’s been overwhelmed by fresh reports of cover-ups of sexual abuse of children. The tragic stories repeat themselves, from every corner of Catholicism, and reach deep into the institutional keepers of the faith. It makes you wonder if there is some fatal flaw, some poison in the water of the so-called One True Church. This paradox—how a belief founded on a gospel of love could cause so much pain—is a big reason why people are leaving the pews in droves. And it’s no small part of my struggle as I step into the pilgrim realm.

			Still, it’s hard not to like a pope who is honest about his imperfections, a long way from infallible, a pope who withdraws his hand when people try to kiss his ring. His life experiences go well beyond the cloister. He was a bouncer at a nightclub. He fell in love with a woman before he entered the priesthood. He worked in a chemistry lab, a budding scientist. As pope, he washes the feet of prisoners and the poor, shares meals with the homeless and refugees. He dials up complete strangers on the phone, just to say hello. He hasn’t watched television since 1990. When reminded that his church has long considered homosexuality “an objective disorder,” Francis shrugged it off with the most memorable line by a pope in a century: “Who am I to judge?” No longer would the church be known mainly by what it’s against, but what it’s for.

			A schoolgirl from Sweden said that none of her friends believed in God. What was her obligation to them? “It’s not that you have to convince them of your faith,” he told her. He said a similar thing not long after the whiff of white smoke rose from the chimney above the Sistine Chapel, announcing the Francis era in 2013. “Proselytism is solemn nonsense, it makes no sense,” he said. “I believe in God, not in a Catholic God. There is no Catholic God. There is God and I believe in Jesus Christ, his incarnation.”

			Think of all the centuries when the message was convert or be killed. Think of all the people who were put to death because they believed in science over dogma. Think of all the murders committed in the name of Christian orthodoxy. Think of the edict of Pope Boniface VIII in the year 1300: “We declare, state, define and pronounce that it is altogether necessary to the salvation of every human creature to be subject to the Roman pontiff.” Or the decree of Pope Alexander VI, father of ten through multiple mistresses: he divided the New World between Portugal and Spain in 1494, natives be damned (they were). Think of the Inquisition, initiated by a later pope who said he would gather the wood to burn his own father. Think of the nineteenth-century invention of papal infallibility, of papal condemnation of freedom of speech and freedom of worship. Think of the twentieth-century pope Pius XII, who sent Hitler a friendly letter in 1939 and was silent on the Holocaust.

			Think of that history, and you come to the conclusion that there’s only one thing wrong with Pope Francis: too bad he isn’t twenty years younger. He rises at four-thirty every morning and powers through a brutal schedule driven by the urgency of his dwindling time left on earth. But he has trouble breathing, with just that one good lung, and a heart condition as well. After he turned eighty, he thought he might last only a few more years. “At my age we are preparing to go,” he told an audience at World Youth Day. When the kids gasped, he tried to reassure them. “Who can guarantee life? No one.”

			Off I go then, hoping to find at the end of the trail a vigorous old man with the free-spirited joy of a young man. But first, I pluck a small stone from the beach and put it in my pack—a little chip of England for the road. When the pope was asked about his secret to happiness, he said: Slow down. Take time off. Live and let live. Work for peace. Don’t keep negative feelings bottled up. Enjoy art. Enjoy books. Play. And one more suggestion, another reason to join the queue of travelers getting ready to leave Britain in the harbor at Dover: “Please don’t see life from afar.”
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