PILGRIMAGE TO MALLORCA
By Mary Esther Stewart
For centuries people have gone on pilgrimage – not a pleasure trip but a journey to a place connected with holiness. The place speaks of the holy person or persons who lived there and the pilgrimage brings the pilgrim into contact with the holiness of the person, the place where he/she lived and worked, and the culture that nurtured and influenced the person. This “spirituality of place” calls pilgrims to participate in a journey of conversion. The pilgrim desires a conversion or a deeper holiness in the spirit of those who have gone before. The pilgrim wants to go a step beyond the ordinary, beyond the tour, to a deeper investment of self in the setting of the holy. And so, with all that in mind, a group of us boarded transatlantic flights in mid October, 2006, first to Madrid, Spain, and then on to the Balearic island of Mallorca to visit the homeland and walk in the footsteps of two holy Franciscans:  Raymond Lull and Junipero Serra. 

The beautiful harbor and capital city of the Balearic Islands, Palma spread out before us as we landed at the modern airport. Although new to us, Mallorca has been inhabited since about 5,000 BC. Strategically located in the Mediterranean Sea between Spain and Italy and between France and Africa, Mallorca was desired as a trading center by major cultures of the Mediterranean. In 1229 King Jaime I wrested the island from the Moors and it has been under the flags of Spain and Catalonia ever since. One of the largest Gothic cathedrals in Spain and the ancient Moorish palace, the Almudaina, dominate the old city of Palma. The island is not really big: a large mountain range to the north, a fertile plateau in the center, and hills along the southern shore. A new freeway connects Palma on the west coast to towns on the eastern coast and one can cross the island in about an hour.  

We were met at the airport by the pilgrimage staff: Brother Joseph Schwab, OFM; Father Andre Cirino, OFM; and Father Russell Governale, OFM Conventual. A bus took us to the inland village of Randa, then up a steep hill to the Santuari de Nostra Senyora de la Cura where we had a spectacular a view of the entire island. The lovely old monastery has been renovated by the Franciscans and made into a comfortable hotel with chapel, museum, gift shop and restaurant. This was our home for the duration of the pilgrimage, the place where we enjoyed the warm Mallorcan hospitality, the beauty of the island, and the generous and deliciously typical Spanish food.  

Dominating the garden at the Santuari is a large statue of Raymond Lull, philosopher, theologian, scientist, mathematician, poet, Franciscan and mystic. A visit to the museum, as well as an informative presentation by Father Russell Governale, introduced us to Raymond Lull’s story. A Thirteenth Century Mallorcan, Lull grew up in the court of King Jaime I, the first king of the island. The area had just been successfully taken from the Moors, and Christianity from mainland Spain was taking hold. Raymond’s life was not much different from that of Francis of Assisi. Courtly frivolity and social revelry marked the years of his youth. Although he entered into an arranged marriage and fathered two children, marital fidelity was not his priority. In spite of his frivolity, Raymond was highly respected for his intelligence and became tutor to the children of the king.  

On one of our pilgrim visits to Palma, we imagined Raymond Lull joining us for coffee in the plaza of St. Eulalia. He would point out the old church where he pursued lust on horseback only to find that that which appeared so sweet quickly turned bitter and where he began to discover the sweetness of the love of the crucified Christ. As he introduced us to a light, fluffy ensaimada to accompany our second cup of coffee, Raymond would tell us of his retirement to our hilltop lodging above the village of Randa. He would tell us of his mystical experiences and visions there, of his writings about the Lover and his Beloved. He would tell us that on the hill above Randa we would be above the clouds and close to the moon and stars that inspired his novel, Blanquerna, a literary masterpiece that is somewhat biographical. He would tell us that he chose to follow the life of the Poor Man of Assisi in prayer and in mission. He would tell us to look out at the sea which we could easily see from our hilltop, a sea that called to him to visit the coast of Africa not far to the south. He would tell us about the Islamic people living in Africa and how he burned to tell them about his Beloved. He would tell us about the school he began on the island to teach the friars the Arabic language. And humbly, he would point out his statue at the entrance to Palma where he greets all visitors to his beloved Mallorca.

From our hilltop home at the Santuari above the village of Randa we could see the few cities and the many towns and villages that dot the Mallorcan landscape. One of those towns, Petra, was another destination of our pilgrimage, the childhood home of Father Junipero Serra, OFM, founder of the California missions. Again we traveled by bus to spend the greater part of a day in this inland town. The fields and plants on the way to Petra reminded many of us of our childhoods in Southern California before massive development. Father Serra must have seen California as a replica of his childhood home. 

As we walked the sunny, narrow streets of Petra, we were drawn to the many plaques outside the homes that depict Father Junipero Serra on his trek through southern and northern California, a mission building in one hand and the cross in the other. Our pilgrim guide, Brother Joseph Schwab, helped us imagine the year 1718 and a small five-year-old boy, Michael Joseph Serra, running through the narrow street to greet us. “Come see my house,” he might call. “Come meet my mama, my papa, and my sister Joana. Come see my toys and the yard where I play.” His mother, Margalida, might accompany us to the church and friary of St. Bernardine, the heart of the Serra family’s spiritual and social life and little Michael Joseph’s first school. As we walked from the Serra home and museum to the church, we saw beautiful tile images of the California mission work that little Michael Joseph, turned Franciscan friar Junipero Serra, accomplished in the New World. Thirty more images at St. Bernardine’s told us the life story of Petra’s favorite son. 

One highlight of our time in Petra was a visit to the parish church. Here Brother Joe re-enacted Father Serra’s return to his home town to preach. Brother Joe got up in the ancient pulpit and gave us a smattering of Father Serra’s homily in his native Catalan! 

On one of our days in Palma, we visited the wonderful old Gothic basilica of St. Francis, significant for the tomb of Raymond Lull and the place where Father Serra studied, taught and preached. In the heart of the old city, the basilica was the center of the Franciscan Order on the island. It was from here that Junipero learned and taught the spirituality and theology of his Franciscan forebearers, Francis, Bonaventure and especially that of Blessed John Duns Scotus, who taught at the Royal Lullian University in Palma. Scotist theology was to serve Father Serra well, not only in his popular preaching in churches throughout the island, but in his encounters with the native peoples of California. It was most likely from here in Palma that Serra answered the call of the new world.

In the evenings, after siesta at the Cura, we received instruction in the Franciscan theology of Blessed John Duns Scotus from Brother Joe so that we could understand the thinking and spirituality of Father Serra. For morning and evening prayer, Father Andre explained St. Francis’ Office of the Passion and we prayed it in unison. This seemed particularly appropriate in light of Raymond Lull’s conversion experience of the crucified Christ on this island.

Before leaving for Mexico in 1749, Junipero Serra visited his family in Petra. We know that he preached his last sermon at the neighboring hilltop shrine at Bonany. From the courtyard in front of the tiny chapel, Serra, like us, looked out over the panorama of the eastern shore of the island, his beloved Petra, and the sparkling Mediterranean. This would be the place where he preached his final sermon in Mallorca and made his silent goodbye to his childhood home.

Seven days, and now we, too, bade goodbye to Mallorca, home to two men of the Franciscan order, both raised to the honor of Blessed, both scholars dedicated to spreading the message of Christ and his Church in the spirit of St. Francis. As we returned to the airport at Palma to make our departure, we were reminded of Raymond Lull and Junipero Serra, each making his departure- one to Europe and Africa, the other to Mexico and California - both carrying the message of God’s love to people in an alien land. They embarked on their pilgrim journeys and we continued on our own journeys, back to our own homes, richer now with the spirit of mission. We heard the same call that has echoed through the centuries, the call to reveal God’s love to those in our society alienated by confusion, loneliness, materialism, or physical and spiritual infirmities. Our pilgrimage to Mallorca may have formally ended when we landed on our side of the Atlantic, but our journeys continue with new energy and two new friends to walk the road with us.

To learn more about the Franciscan Pilgrimage Program, visit their website at www.FranciscanPilgrimages.com.
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