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LENT ... A YEARLY HEART EXAMINATION
TOURIST OR PILGRIM?

Luke 4:1-13
The First Sunday in Lent 

For years now, as I’ve worked on sermons for the five Sundays prior to Holy Week, I’ve come 
up with all kinds of sermon series ideas related to the purpose of Lent.  This year is no exception, 
but I believe that maybe I’ve hit on something that truly gets to the “heart” of what we are to be 
doing as we prepare for the celebration of Easter: LENT ... A YEARLY HEART EXAMINATION.

Over the next five weeks I will be inviting you to examine your hearts: how you live your 
lives, how you make decisions, how your relationship with God in Christ is growing, how you love 
one another and the world and show the world that the grace of God is for them.  I want to make 
you think, react, reflect, change, while at the same time challenging myself in all those areas.  I 
want us to grow in healthy ways. 

So, just as you and I have our yearly visit to the docs ... this is our YEARLY HEART 
EXAMINATION! 


There are questions we answer with our LIPS, and there are questions we answer with our 

LIVES.  On this first Sunday in Lent, as we begin the examination of our hearts, I want us to consider 
a question that demands to be answered with our LIVES.  

The question I call each of us to consider today is this: Do I live life as a PILGRIM or as a 
TOURIST?

Let’s look at what each alternative means.  First, the TOURIST:
With 80.4 million visitors in 2009 (a record number), Florida is the top travel destination in 

the world, thanks to our endless miles of beautiful beaches and theme parks galore!  We know
TOURISTS!

The TOURIST travels through life, but wants the journey to be comfortable.  The TOURIST 
wants to keep experiencing a familiar world, one that presents no threat or challenge.  The food, the 
hotel, the language, the money should resemble what the TOURIST has back home.  [Why do you 
think you can find a McDonalds in just about every country on this planet?  WE want familiarity!]  
After a safe and happy trip, all the TOURIST wants is to be able to return home with photos, 
souvenirs, and pleasant memories.  Accommodating the expectations of the TOURIST, and doing it 
well, is how Florida’s economy is boosted to the tune of over $60 Billion a year!

Now the PILGRIM:
The PILGRIM also sets out on a journey, but travels in search of something outside the 

familiar.  
 At its core, PILGRIMAGE is a journey into the unknown, undertaken so that something new

can happen.  

 PILGRIMAGE requires an act of faith, a placing of oneself in the hands of God.  

 A PILGRIM goes out searching for the holy ... away from the structures, the conveniences, the 
familiarities of everyday life.  
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 Rather than seek out what’s comfortable, the PILGRIM willingly accepts discomfort and even 
danger.  

Like the TOURIST, upon returning home, the PILGRIM often carries something back ... 
pictures, souvenirs and other mementos ... but these reminders are secondary.  The HEART of 
PILGRIMAGE is that the PILGRIM returns home a changed person.  

[Regarding pilgrimage, see Jean Dalby Clift and Wallace B. Clift, The Archetype of Pilgrimage: Outer Action with 
Inner Meaning (Paulist Press, 1996) and Paul Robichaud, C.S.P., “Tourist or Pilgrim?: Rescuing the Jubilee,” America, 
December 18, 1999.] 


Again, the question: Do I live life as a PILGRIM or as a TOURIST?
Pilgrimages are a feature of many religions, Christianity among them. Christians go on 

pilgrimages to Jerusalem or monasteries or retreat houses or Cursillo events or other celebrated 
places.  For Presbyterians, our pilgrimages might include destinations like the Reformation sites of 
Martin Luther in Germany, or John Calvin in Switzerland, or John Knox in Scotland.  The practice of 
pilgrimage in the literal sense is alive and well, and I hope to be able to visit some of those places 
before I die.  However, my major concern this morning isn’t to talk about pilgrimage in this 
literal sense, but as a metaphor for how we can LIVE our LIVES every day.  Are we simply 
TOURISTS or are we PILGRIMS?

 Again, the TOURIST wants the journey to be comfortable, and the world to be familiar.  “I’m 
in a different place,” says the TOURIST, “but I want it to resemble the way it is back home.”  
The TOURIST stays the same.

 The PILGRIM, however, travels into the unknown and welcomes it.  The PILGRIM wants to 
meet God in strange places and among strange people.  The PILGRIM hopes to return home 
a different person.  

There needs to be a button for the PILGRIM to wear with these words from John Calvin:
“Here below to live is to change, and to be perfect is to have changed often.”


Do I live life as a TOURIST or as a PILGRIM?  What about YOU?

The central event of the Old Testament is a PILGRIMAGE.  
Working through Moses, God calls a bunch of oppressed, dispirited slaves out of their familiar

bondage in Egypt.  They risk their lives in a break for freedom.  What awaits them is a desert, and the 
chance to worship the God of their liberation there in that desert.  By leaving their predictable
routines as slaves ... where everything is provided for them, everything is familiar ... these people place 
themselves in the hands of God.  They follow the Holy One into the wilderness ... moving out into the 
unknown where God waits to meet them.  Would you agree that no way were they TOURISTS?  
Nothing familiar any more.  Yes, they are PILGRIMS and their exodus changes them, forms 
them into a people ... a people made holy by their God.

The central event of the New Testament is also a PILGRIMAGE, and Jesus is the 
PILGRIM.  

Jesus journeys through life, through suffering and death, and returns home to God with Good 
Friday SCARS and Easter GLORY.  He travels NOT as a TOURIST, but as a PILGRIM.  Jesus returns home 
a changed person ... ALL of us will return home with him as changed persons ... IF we allow Him to 
change us!

The story of Christ’s temptation PROVES he was a PILGRIM.  No TOURIST goes into the 
desert for forty days to fast!  Prompted by the Spirit, Jesus places himself in the hands of God:  

 He trusts God enough to remain in a strange place, in strange circumstances, for a long time. 
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 He trusts God enough that the devil’s offers of food, power, and safety do NOT interest him.  

Jesus leaves the wilderness a different person: he has been tested and found to be solid.  
Jesus has spent forty days intentionally outside the familiar.  Now he is ready to continue his 
PILGRIMAGE into the unknown ... even through the horrors of desertion, torture, and death.  He is 
ready to lead his people on their new and final Exodus.


But still ...  what about US?
Do we try to live our lives risk-free, like TOURISTS, or do we pick up our crosses and 

follow Jesus, as PILGRIMS?

This season of Lent offers opportunities to follow Jesus on his journey ... and provide us a 
way to gauge our hearts and examine our motivation.  These forty days (not including the 5 Sundays 
in Lent) can help us live life less as a TOURIST TRAP, and more as a PILGRIMAGE.  When Lent 
stretches us and takes us to unexpected places, then we become better prepared for times 
when LIFE stretches and strains us and even takes us where we’d rather not go.  

And if you’re going to give up something for Lent, let it be your complacency ... don’t 
be satisfied with life as it is ... be prepared to CHANGE!

So ... to live as a TOURIST is to desire only some scenery, a view fit for a postcard.  
To live life as a PILGRIM is to set our sights on a sacred place.  That can mean a shrine 

on the other side of the world or opening UP to the holy in our OWN back yard.
The TOURIST travels according to established paths, where the guidebooks say it’s safe to 

go.  
The PILGRIM breaks out of the normal routine, and encounters holiness in the MARGINAL and 

the STRANGE.
The TOURIST sleeps soundly. 
The PILGRIM has awesome dreams.
The TOURIST walks through life with a like-minded crowd; movement to the next location is 

tightly scheduled ... photos provide the PROOF of having been there.  
The PILGRIM joins up with eccentrics and oddballs; the Blessed One comes in unexpected 

moments.  
PROOF of having been there ... is a NEW HEART.

So then, do you want to live as a TOURIST or a PILGRIM?  It’s time for that “HEART 
EXAMINATION.”  Look into your heart ... open it ... examine your motives, your life.  The choice may 
seem obvious, but BEWARE!  It is possible to think you’re a PILGRIM, when you’re simply a 
religious TOURIST! It’s all too easy to hang around holy places, and just see the sights, collect the post 
cards ... but close yourself to change, to transformation.

The One we follow was NOT AFRAID to live and die for us.  
He was NOT AFRAID to pass through strange places: his abandonment, nailing to the cross,

descent to the dead, and frightening his friends when he left the tomb.  
Jesus didn’t shirk transformation at the hands of God, and WE, my friends, are the fruit of his 

transformation.  

The Suffering One has become our Savior.  Once the Lone PILGRIM, now Jesus is the 
PILGRIMAGE PATH, the ROAD we are asked to TAKE ... through LENT and through LIFE.

Will you live as a TOURIST, or as a PILGRIM?
That’s the choice on this first Sunday in Lent ... the decision ... it’s up to YOU.  
What does your HEART say?

Amen and Amen.


