
Religious Trail Series 

Washington, D.C. Trail Religious Activity 
Our nation’s capital is home to several religious sites of importance 
to American Catholics. Among the most important are the Basilica 
of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception, the Saint John 
Paul II National Shrine, the Catholic University of America and 
Franciscan Monastery of the Holy Land in America. This activity 
helps Scouts and others learn more about these sites. 

The Washington, D.C. Trail activity is part of the Religious Trail Series. 
Each activity in this series provides an outline of a pilgrimage to various 
parts of the U.S. with a concentration of religious sites important to 
American Catholics. This series requires travel, which must be arranged 
and paid for by Scout units and/or parents/guardians. In addition, all 
travel must meet arch/diocesan/eparchial and Scouting Youth Protection 
requirements. Participants assume full liability. Participants should wear 
their Scout uniform or other appropriate clothing when visiting each site. 

How to Participate in This Activity: 

All – Read about these four sites in Washington, D.C.: Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception 
(https://www.nationalshrine.org/), Saint John Paul II National Shrine (https://www.jp2shrine.org/), The Catholic University 
of America (https://www.catholic.edu/) Franciscan Monastery of the Holy Land in America (https://myfranciscan.org/)  

First – Fifth Grade Students: Visit the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception and complete two of 
the related requirements. 

Sixth – Twelfth Grade Students: Visit all four sites and complete all of the related requirements. 

Anyone who completes the necessary requirements and activities may receive a patch. Patches may be ordered online at 
https://nccsshop.org/product/washington-dc-trail/. 

 

Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception 

400 Michigan Avenue Northeast, Washington, D.C. 20017 | (202) 526-8300 
Tour scheduling information: https://www.nationalshrine.org/tour/  
The Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception is the largest Catholic church in North America and one 
of the ten largest churches in the world. The Basilica is dedicated to the patroness of the United States, the Blessed Virgin 
Mary, under her title of the Immaculate Conception. It is designated by the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops 
(USCCB) as a National Sanctuary of Prayer and Pilgrimage. The Basilica is home to more than 80 chapels and oratories 
that honor the Mother of God and represent the peoples, cultures and traditions that are the fabric of the Catholic faith and 
mosaic of our nation. Nearly one million people visit the Basilica every year. Pope Francis, Pope Benedict XVI, Saint Pope 
John Paul II and Saint Mother Teresa of Calcutta are among those who have visited this beautiful church. 

Requirements: 
1) What is a basilica? 
2) What is a shrine? 
3) What is a pilgrimage? Share an example from history of Catholics making pilgrimages. 
4) What does it mean that the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception is a pilgrimage church? 

 

Activity: 
Visit the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception. 
 

Saint John Paul II National Shrine 

3900 Harewood Road Northeast, Washington, D.C. 20017 | (202) 635-5401 
Tour scheduling information: https://www.jp2shrine.org/contact/  

https://www.nationalshrine.org/
https://www.jp2shrine.org/
https://www.catholic.edu/
https://myfranciscan.org/
https://nccsshop.org/product/washington-dc-trail/
https://www.nationalshrine.org/tour/
https://www.jp2shrine.org/contact/


The Saint John Paul II National Shrine is a place of worship, religious formation and cultural renewal to feed the minds 
and souls of its visitors. It is a place of pilgrimage with a first-class relic of St. John Paul II for veneration. A major 
permanent exhibit highlights significant events in the life of Pope John Paul II and his momentous influence as the spiritual 
father of one billion Catholics and as a world leader. From its conception, the Shrine was intended as a response to St. 
John Paul II’s call for a “new evangelization. The USCCB designated this site as a national shrine in 2014. 
 

Requirements:  
1) What is the purpose of the Saint John Paul II National Shrine? 
2) What does the “new evangelization” mean? How do you engage in the new evangelization? 
3) What religious relics are housed at the Saint John Paul II National Shrine? 
4) What are religious relics and why are they important to Catholics? 

 

Activity: 
Visit the Saint John Paul II National Shrine. 

 

The Catholic University of America 

620 Michigan Avenue Northeast, Washington, D.C. 20064 | (202) 319-5000 
Tour scheduling information: https://www.catholic.edu/visit - note this is focused academic tours 
Established as a papally chartered graduate and research center by Pope Leo XIII and founded by the bishops of the 
United States in 1887, The Catholic University of America is the nation’s oldest Catholic research university. As the 
national university of the Catholic Church in the United States, the university is committed to being a comprehensive 
Catholic and American institution of higher learning, faithful to the teachings of Jesus Christ as handed on by the Church.  

Requirements:  
1) What makes The Catholic University of America different from all other Catholic universities across the country?  
2) Why was The Catholic University of America founded? 
3) What entity established The Catholic University of America’s program in canon law?  
4) What is the Catholic intellectual tradition?  

 

Activity: 
Visit The Catholic University of America. 
 

Franciscan Monastery of the Holy Land in America 

1400 Quincy Street Northeast, Washington, D.C. 20017 | (202) 526-6800 
Tour scheduling information: https://myfranciscan.org/visit/  
The Franciscan Monastery is home to the Holy Land Franciscan Friars, whose purpose is to support the Holy Land, its 
people and its holy sites. Conflict in the Middle East has led to a declining Christian population in the region. Franciscan 
Friars help care for children, families, refugees and others in need throughout the Middle East, and keep Christianity alive 
in the land made holy by the birth, ministry, crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus. The Franciscan Monastery of the Holy 
Land in America is a U.S. pilgrimage site for those who cannot travel to the Holy Land and it helps sustain the 800-year 
old mission of Franciscans in the Holy Land.  

 

Requirements:  
1) Why does the Franciscan Monastery of the Holy Land in America have replicas of Holy Land shrines on its 

property? 
2) Describe one of the replicas on the Franciscan Monastery of the Holy Land in America and share its importance. 
3) How does the Franciscan Monastery of the Holy Land in America help maintain the Franciscan Friars’ 800-year 

old mission in the Holy Land? 
4) List three things the Franciscan Friars do in the Holy Land to preserve a Christian presence there. 

 

Activity: 
Visit the Franciscan Monastery of the Holy Land in America. 
 
 
 

https://www.catholic.edu/visit
https://myfranciscan.org/visit/


Requirements for Adults:  

1) Assist young people in learning more about the sites featured in this Religious Trail Religious Activity.  
2) Share your thoughts about visiting these site(s) with young people.  
3) Review the responses to the requirements by young people to confirm the accuracy of the responses and to help 

ensure young people understand the importance of the site(s).  
4) If young people are to receive a patch, purchase the patch from the NCCS online store: 

https://nccsshop.org/product/washington-dc-trail/. 

 

Answers to Requirements: 

Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception 
1) A basilica is a cathedral or church that has particular importance for liturgical and pastoral life. The pope may give 

such cathedrals or churches the title of minor basilica, after a formal application process. 
https://www.usccb.org/committees/divine-worship/policies/minor-basilica  

2) A shrine is a church or other sacred place to which the faithful make pilgrimages for a particular pious reason with 
the approval of the local ordinary, according to Canon Law. The distinguishing mark of a shrine is that it is a place 
to which the faithful make pilgrimages. https://www.usccb.org/committees/divine-worship/policies/norms-for-
national-shrines  

3) A Christian pilgrimage is a journey to a site that has religious significance. Christian pilgrims go on a pilgrimage 
not only for themselves, but also for their Christian community. Our entire life on earth is a pilgrimage: ultimately, 
Christian pilgrimage is to heaven to join the communion of saints united with God. The practice of pilgrimage is 
rooted in Judaic tradition and the journey to Jerusalem. In the early days of Christianity, the faithful continued this 
tradition, journeying to the Holy Land to visit and pray at the places associated with the life of Christ, a practice 
which continues to this day. Pilgrimages are acts of religious devotion that include prayers of intercession, 
penitence and gratitude. Shrines dedicated to the Blessed Mother, like the Basilica of the National Shrine of the 
Immaculate Conception are major pilgrimage sites. A prominent example is a pilgrimage to Lourdes, France, 
which is visited by tens of thousands of Catholics every year who are seeking spiritual and physical healing. 
Pilgrims flock to the Grotto of Massabielle in Lourdes, where our Blessed Mother appeared 18 time to St. 
Bernadette Soubirous in 1858. Another example: many Catholics make a pilgrimage to Rome during a Holy Year, 
such as during 2025, the Jubilee of Hope. A pilgrimage to Rome traditionally includes walking through the Holy 
Doors of the four great basilicas: Saint Peter, Saint Paul Outside the Walls, Saint Mary Major and Saint John 
Lateran. There are many other pilgrimages Catholics take part in, including these pilgrimage sites throughout the 
U.S.: https://www.usccb.org/jubilee2025/pilgrimage-sites-us  

4) The Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception is designated by the USCCB as a pilgrimage 
church. It is the largest shrine dedicated to our Blessed Mother in the U.S., with more than 80 chapels and 
oratories that relate to the Blessed Mother, with spaces dedicated to Marian shrines around the world. Visitors to 
the Basilica of the National Shrine of the Immaculate Conception can receive the same graces and indulgences 
as those visiting the original shrines. https://www.nationalshrine.org/pilgrimages/  

 

Saint John Paul II National Shrine 
1) The purpose of the Saint John Paul II National Shrine is to be a place where pilgrims can be renewed spiritually 

and become inspired to engage more deeply in the New Evangelization. https://www.jp2shrine.org/about/  
2) The New Evangelization calls each of us to deepen our faith, believe in the Gospel message and go forth to 

proclaim the Gospel. The focus of the New Evangelization calls all Catholics to be evangelized and then go forth 
to evangelize. The New Evangelization is focused on 're-proposing' the Gospel to those who have experienced a 
crisis of faith. Pope Benedict XVI called for the re-proposing of the Gospel "to those regions awaiting the first 
evangelization and to those regions where the roots of Christianity are deep but who have experienced a serious 
crisis of faith due to secularization https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/how-we-teach/new-evangelization 
Answers vary as to how youth engage in the New Evangelization. 

3) A first-class relic of St. John Paul II’s blood is available for veneration at the Shrine. 
https://www.jp2shrine.org/worship/relics/ 

4) “Relics in the Church have always received particular veneration and attention because the body of the Blesseds 
and of the Saints, destined for the resurrection, has been on earth the living temple of the Holy Spirit and the 
instrument of their holiness, recognized by the Apostolic See through beatification and canonization.” 
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/csaints/documents/rc_con_csaints_doc_20171208_istruzione-
reliquie_en.html  
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The Catholic University of America 
1) The Catholic University of America is the only pontifical university of the Catholic Church in the U.S. that 

serves primarily lay (non-seminary) students. In addition, CUA is the only institution of higher education founded 
by the U.S. bishops. Under the bylaws of the University's Board of Trustees, the archbishop of Washington is ex 
officio the chancellor of the University. He serves as a liaison between the University and the United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, as well as between the University and the Holy See. The Catholic University of 
America is the nation’s oldest Catholic research university. 

2) The Catholic University of America was founded in the name of the Catholic Church by Pope Leo XIII and the 
U.S. bishops in 1887 as a national institution of learning. The Catholic University of America was founded to 
provide higher education for clergy and the Catholic laity, ensuring that Catholic students could pursue their 
studies in a faith-based environment. The impetus for its founding came from the Second Plenary Council of 
Baltimore in 1866, where bishops expressed a desire for such a university. 

3) The Holy See established the ecclesiastical faculty of canon law in 1923 at The Catholic University. 
4) The Catholic intellectual tradition at the heart of a Catholic university is the harmony between faith and reason in 

the pursuit of truth. St. Thomas Aquinas, who lived in the 13th century, was a leader in Catholic higher learning 
and was a leading proponent of relying on faith and reason in the pursuit of knowledge. Catholic institutions of 
higher learning date back to the third century AD with the establishment of the first Christian monasteries and to 
the sixth century with the establishment of cathedral schools to prepare clergy for ministry. The first Catholic 
universities were founded in the eleventh century. Catholic educational institutions contributed to theology, 
philosophy, literature, visual art, theatre, music, law and many other fields throughout history. Catholic intellectual 
tradition continues to inform research and learning today.  
 

Franciscan Monastery of the Holy Land in America 
1. The replicas are a U.S. pilgrimage site for those who cannot travel to the Holy Land and to inspire others to make 

a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. In addition, the site helps raise money and support to further the mission of the 

Franciscan Friars in the Holy Land. 

2. Descriptions of shrine replicas and their importance will vary. 
3. The Franciscan Monastery of the Holy Land in America helps maintain the Franciscan Friars’ 800-year old 

mission in the Holy Land by raising awareness and fundraising. 
4. Answers may vary; the following are all things the Franciscan Friars do in the Holy Land to preserve a Christian 

presence there: preserving religious pilgrimage sites, leading pilgrimages, helping maintain schools, supporting 
needy people and taking steps to help Christians and others in the Holy Land stay in their homes despite war, 
persecution and other severe challenges. https://myfranciscan.org/about/our-mission/  
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