From a journal of our pilgrimage maintained and then recently assembled and shared by Rosalie Larkin.  Thanks Rosalie!

Holy Land Pilgrimage
Fall 2008

Sunday, September 7, 2008:  

We are staying at the Gai Beach Hotel in Tiberias, Israel.  We arrived here last night about 7:30 pm after a long flight and a bus ride of a couple of hours.

It is early morning and we are preparing to cross the Sea of Galilee to Capernaum.  They are calling it a lake but I’m sure it is the Sea of Galilee.  Along these shores Jesus called his disciples.  (Matt. 4:18)   

Oh, they said the Sea of Galilee, Lake Tiberias, and Lake Genesaret are all the same thing and this is where Jesus walked on water.  (Matt. 14:22-33)  It takes about 45 minutes to cross to Capernaum, which was Jesus base after he left Nazareth.  We are going to have lunch there.  It is our first stop.  
We can see the Golan Heights from the boat.  The boat we are in is a replica of one they found buried in the mud in the Sea of Galilee and dated back to the first century.  As we left shore, they hoisted the American flag and played the Star Spangled Banner while we sang along.  One of the crew sang some Jewish songs for us.  Then one of them gave a demonstration of how they probably fished in Jesus’ time.  He threw his net over a couple of times and the last time he had some small fish in it, one of which made it on deck.
It is 9:15 am and we just landed on the shores of Capernaum.  We are not yet in the old town.  It is 9:35 and we are on the bus waiting to go to the old town.  We visited the synagogue.  Right next door is Peter’s house where Jesus cured his mother-in-law of a fever.  (Matt. 8:14-15)  Amazing.  It is so wonderful to be able to see at least the outline of what a home was like then.
It’s 12:05 pm and we just finished Mass at the Mount of Beatitudes (Matt. 5:1-12).  Got many good pictures of the Sea of Galilee and the Mass.  This is also the area of the miracle of the loaves and fishes.  (Matt.14:13-21) 
We ate at the Tanureen Oriental Restaurant.  (They consider themselves Asian over there).  Several of us ordered the fish.  It was called St. Peter’s fish because it had a large mouth.  That’s because of the story in the Gospel where Jesus tells Peter to take the coins out of the mouth of a fish giving it to Caesar to pay the temple tax for himself and Jesus.  (Matt. 17:24-27)  It was whole, head to tail and very hard to eat because first, they left the skin on, which was thick.  Secondly, mine was over-done and it was hard to get off the bone.  I did not care for the flavor of it either.  But, it was an interesting experience.  Sandra put a couple of shekels in its mouth and we all had a good laugh and some pictures.
We are now on our way to Ibillin, a town in the northern Galilee region. Here, beginning 30 years ago, Archbishop Chacour built a school complex for Christian, Muslim, Druze and Jewish children can learn and learn to live together.  I don’t believe there are any Jewish children at present because of their own choosing.  He also built a beautiful church there with the Beatitudes written on the steps going up into it.  Inside, downstairs, is a touching mural promoting peace and it says, “We are stronger than the storm.”  Archbishop Chacour was a priest when as was Archbishop Beltran when they met 30 years ago.
It is 3:30 pm.  We are leaving the school in Ibillin and going to the Jordan River which is about an hour’s drive.  I think every one of us took off our shoes and walked in the River Jordan.  
Abbot Lawrence, standing in the water with his trousers rolled up and barefoot, read the scripture about Jesus being baptized in the Jordan (Mark 1:9; Luke 3:21-22).  That was very touching to me.  We visited the gift shop there but everything is quite expensive.  $2 for a small bottle of water.  I don’t know if everything is really expensive or if it is for the tourists! 
We got back to our hotel about 5:30pm so we had a little time to freshen up before dinner.  Sandra and I went down to the bar and had a glass of the most God-awful wine we ever tasted and very expensive to boot!  We were not impressed with the wine in Israel so far!  Kirk, Fr. Rex, Abbot Lawrence, and Bev Layton were there also.  After awhile, we went down to poolside for a meeting at 6:30 with the Archbishop and Carol to go over our plans for tomorrow.  Dinner was at 7 pm.  Tomorrow we get up at 6, breakfast at 7 on the bus at 8 am.  We won’t get back until 8:30 pm tomorrow night.  Stay at the Gai Beach Hotel.
Monday, September 8:
It is 8:10 am and it is the Blessed Mother’s birthday.  We are on our way to Mt. Tabor site of the Transfiguration (Matt.17:1-8).  After that, we will go to Nazareth to the Church of the Annunciation (Luke 1:26-35).

We are on top of Mt. Tabor waiting for the rest to make it up here.  We came in vans with 7 or 8 people to a van because the bus could not make it all the way up here.  Our group is 36, so it took a few trips.  

10:50 am.  We are going to eat lunch in Nazareth.  Archbishop says we have a special lunch in store for us, fish without eyes!  Just joking (.

2:30 pm and we are on the bus.  We had Mass in the Church of the Annunciation.  Mary’s actual home is right there in the church.  Awesome.  It was so beautiful and on her birthday!  

3:25- Haifa.  We’re going to visit the Carmelite place and then visit with Archbishop Chacour.   We actually went into a small cave at the Carmelite Center (Stella Maris) which might have been the cave where Elijah heard God whisper to him.  It was very small and hot.  Burning candles added to the discomfort.  Kirk read part of the story from 1Kings but he condensed it because it was so warm.

4:25 pm  We just left Stella Maris and we’re on our way to Archbishop Chacour’s place.  
He seems to be a very wise and holy man.  I bought his book, “Blood Brothers” yesterday at the school and today, so I could get it autographed, I bought “We Belong to the Land”.  (I read them both and they are great.)  Three sisters there made us refreshments.  I tasted my first Arab coffee.  Served in demitasse cups, Cardamom and sugar are mixed with the coffee.  It is very pleasant and not at all bitter.  We had a very enjoyable time.  He asked us why we were there in the Holy Land, what did we come to see?  Most of us were kind of at a loss for words after we heard his life’s struggles.  He wants us to remember the “living stones” and not just come to see the ancient, crumbling stones.  Pretty profound.
6:20 pm, we’re on our way back to Hotel Gai Beach in Tiberias.

Tuesday, September 9:

9 am.  We had to put our luggage out before Mass, which was in the hotel.  We are on our way to Jerash in Jordan.  We have to stop at the Sheikh Hussein Bridge, get off the bus, unload our luggage, and get on another bus to take us across the bridge and the Jordan River, get off again, unload the luggage, present our passports, and get on a Jordanian bus with a new driver and tour guide.  That’s the way the situation is here.  Everyone is suspicious of everyone else.
Jerash is the site of the most complete Greco-Roman ruins in the world dating from 300 BC.  We will see Hadrian’s Arch, the oval shaped forum, the temples of Artemis and Zeus and the massive Roman theatre.
The landscape we have seen so far is very desolate except for where they irrigate for citrus, banana and olive trees.  They have no rain from April until October.  
9:10.  I guess we are at the first checkpoint as the luggage is coming out of the bus.  No it’s not.  They just looked at it. I don’t see a bridge yet so maybe we have to go a little further.  Okay, we’re pulling forward.  I can’t see.  We’re pulling up in front of a building which almost looks like a bus station!  

We are on the bus that takes us to the bus we take into Jordan.  It is now 9:50 so we’ve been here 40 minutes already.  

It says welcome to the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan and King Hussein (father and son) pictures are everywhere.  That’s interesting.  I’ll have to study up on the Hashemites when I get home. 
 (The Hashemites[1] trace their ancestry from Hashim ibn Abd al-Manaf (died c.510 AD), the great-grandfather of the Islamic prophet Muhammad, although the definition today mainly refers to the descendants of the prophet's daughter, Fatimah.)
11:45 am.  The archbishop said we are close to Jerash, Jordan.  We are on top of a mountain.  Our tour guide’s Christian name is Paul.  I think his Jordanian name is something like Beersheed.  This is the land of Elijah and there are many, many caves.  
We are in the same time zone as when we were in Israel so we don’t have to change our watches.

Jerash was formerly known as Philadelphia and the soldiers of Alexander the Great in 300BC founded it!  The ruins of the temple of Zeus are at the top of the hill.  We toured the Roman ruins and it is quite hot.  They had pretty much everything figured out from how to align the roads to carrying the water from place to place to providing for runoff and sewage.  This is very interesting.  We have to pass back through some stores on our way to the bus and that is going to lure many of us off track, especially Fr. Rex.  (
3:45 we are on our way to Amman where we will spend the night at the Cham Palace Hotel.
Tomorrow we go to Mt. Nebo.  Kirk will say Mass and I will read.  We will spend tomorrow night in Petra at the Crowne Plaza Hotel.

Wednesday, September 10:
We leave the hotel at 8:30 am, go to Madaba, which has the oldest surviving map of the Holy Land.  It is mosaic.  Then on to Mt. Nebo.  Lunch then to Petra.  They are talking about going to the top of Petra and it is a very steep climb best reached by donkey or horse!  We’ll see what happens.

9:45 We are on our way to Mt. Nebo.  Mass was wonderful.  Afterward, we went out on top of the mountain to see what Moses saw when he saw the Promised Land. (Deut. 32:48-52)  It was kind of hazy but we could see it and the Dead Sea as well.  I am impressed with all the high places here.  For some reason, I pictured it as either flat or rolling hills but these are steep and as high as 4,000 feet.

2:45 We just left Madaba.  We visited the mosaic shop Paul owns with his partner.  They employ handicapped people.  I bought a small table for my porch with the tree of life pattern with grapes and apples.  These 2 fruits represent the two peoples of this region who live together in harmony.  I asked the girl who sold it to me to include the story when they ship it.  We’ll see if she remembers.  I also bought a picture of the head of the suffering Jesus.  It probably measures about 12 x 12.  Kirk bought a mosaic picture of Mt. Nebo.
We stopped at “tourist trap” about an hour and a half into our 3-hour drive to  Petra from Madaba.  Fr. Rex and I each bought an antique Arabian coffee pot made with yellow brass.  It is lined with lead though and I said something about that being poison and they said no.  But, I think I’ll check it out when I get home.  Even if I can’t make coffee it is a unique souvenir.

As we approach Petra, the landscape is changing dramatically-it is actually rather mountainous.  We are almost 5,000 feet up.  Before we get to Petra, we will stop at the Spring of Moses.  How exciting!
Oh, here’s the rock he struck to make the water come out while the Jews were wandering in the desert. (Exodus 17:1-7) Some local people are standing in the little stream getting water.  One of them handed Tom Morris a tin pitcher to take a drink and I took one also.  The water is flowing quite fast so there’s no worry about it being polluted from someone standing in it.  The locals are allowed to take all the water they can carry free of charge.  

This is very exciting.  Stay at the Crowne Plaza Hotel.
Thursday, September 11:
6 wakeup, 7 Mass, 7:30 breakfast, 8:30 depart.  Bags down after breakfast. 

6am  We are in the hotel in Amman.  It is a very large city built on 7 hills as is Rome.  We were supposed to visit the Castle of Karak today but it wasn’t on Paul’s list so he didn’t plan for it.  

Petra was the capital of the Nabateans and they are still the caretakers for it.  (I looked up Nabateans.  They began gathering in southern Jordan in the 6th century BC and not much is know about them except they were good traders and excellent at water conservation.)  I rode a “carriage” down through the Siq (a huge cleft in the rocky mountain) rather than walk.  Fr. Rex and I rode together and had a blast.  The carriage barely fit 3 persons and he drove like a madman.  Poor horse, I felt sorry for her but after awhile, I noticed she was like kids are whose parents constantly yell at them.  They do what they want when they want to do it! ( We had Aaron, our driver, stop when we saw some guys dressed as Arab soldiers and took their pictures.  In retrospect, we decided they were probably there to get a little money for a picture but we thought about it too late!  There was a store down from the Treasury (a huge building carved into the side of the mountain) where you could get cold drinks and souvenirs.   Some of the others went on to see the amphitheater but my hip was not good so I stayed.  Kirk, Fr. Rex, Tom and Katrina Morris left us at the Treasury to go visit a Bedouin family in their tent and reported a wonderful time when they got back.  They rode donkeys for 20 minutes to get to the Bedouins.
Since we didn’t go to the Castle of Karak, we have an extra hour and a half, which is just fine.  That will give us time for a glass of wine and relaxation.  We are back at the Cham Palace in Amman.  The wine is much better here!
Friday, September 12:

6 wakeup, 7 breakfast and luggage out, 8 leave.  Have passport.

We will drive to the Notre Dame Center in Jerusalem tonight and spend 6 nights there.  It is right across the street from old Jerusalem’s New Gate.
We’re on the bus getting ready to leave Amman for the Allenby Bridge (it’s called the King Hussein Bridge on the Jordan side) and cross the Jordan River back into Israel and to Jericho.  We will see the Mount of Temptation (Luke 4:1-13). 
Ten minutes before we approach the bridge, Paul asks us to pass our passports forward to him.  

Everywhere you go in Jordan, you see pictures of the young and old Kings Hussein.  From what Paul says, the King is very much sympathetic to the plights of his peoples and they have very many benefits.  He told how the king one day went incognito into the streets to talk to the people about what they want and implemented many of their requests.  He appears to be quite benevolent.  I found Jordanians much nicer than Israelis.   

It took us about an hour for the formalities at the bridge.  It is 10:30 am and we got to the first checkpoint at 9:20.  Paul told us not to volunteer any information if they get on the bus and question us.  If they want to know where we are going, just say Jerusalem.  He says the Israelis don’t care.  They will hold a bus for 5 hours and think nothing of it!
Archbishop Beltran says Paul is one of the better guides he’s had and he’s been doing this for about 30 years.  The archbishop is a licensed tour guide for Israel.  He planned a light day for us today since yesterday in Petra was rather tiring.  We’ll have a short tour of Jericho then lunch.  We’ll stop a couple of places.  Jericho probably dates back 10,000 years, the longest proof of civilized habitation.  It is a Palestinian controlled town and that’s why we don’t tell the Israelis we are going there.  
Jericho is where the people of Israel crossed the Jordan and went into the Promised Land.  The scouts went out in advance to Jericho to see what they could do to capture the people.  (Joshua 2:1-24)
There are 3 locations for Jericho.  Part of it is the present city which may have existed at the time of Jesus.  As we enter there, we will stop at the sycamore tree that Zachaeus is supposed to have climbed to see Jesus.  (Luke 19:1-10)  The archbishop says he’s not sure  sycamores live 2,000 years but that’s beside the point.  It was in that area that it happened.  There are several stories in the Bible saying Jesus went to Jericho.  There’s another location upon a mound where they’ve done excavating for 100 years and that’s where they say it has been inhabited for at least 10,000 years.  They call it the Jericho Tell.  It was here that the walls of Jericho came down as the Israelites marched around it for 7 days.  (Joshua Chapter 6)
Jerusalem is on a mountain.  That’s why they say “go up to Jerusalem” even if you are traveling south.  You always go up to Jerusalem.  We will be using our headsets a lot in the old city of Jerusalem because it is so congested with people you cannot talk above it so everyone can hear.  They are a boon, easy to hear and light weight.  
Jericho was the site of a large Palestinian refugee camp for about 50 years and was just recently cleaned up.  Archbishop says it was in deplorable condition.  He visited there several times because there were many Christians there.  

When we got to the sycamore tree with a poster board claiming it was there that Zachaeus climbed the tree, the bus stopped and people got off to take a picture.  Carol said they will not be opening the back door of the bus as often anymore for us to get off as there are many people who would slip onto the bus and take things in the crowded atmosphere.  So, only the front door will be opened so they can watch it.

The mount of temptation is in the Jericho area, where the devil took Jesus up and offered him all that he could see.  Archbishop says the reason we are all complaining of eating so much is because we are being tempted.  And so, we will have lunch at the Temptation Restaurant.  
It is really hot at the tell of Jericho.  Whew!  There was a small shaded spot up there where we sat while Archbishop  showed us where the walls came tumbling down.  Then we explored the tell and took pictures.  This area has been invaluable from an archeological standpoint to establish the historicity of the Old and New Testaments.  While it doesn’t look much different than it did when he was here 30 years ago, he is told a lot of important work has been done and the Palestinians have learned to make use of tourism.  
Lunch is scheduled at noon so we are heading that way.  The Archbishop warned us about the peddlers along the way.  He says they are very persistent and you are free to buy or not, as you please.  

The story of the Good Samaritan took place about half way between Jericho and Jerusalem.  (Luke 10:33)
As we head toward Jerusalem, we are passing what the Israelis call their “settlements”.  Settlement gives me the impression of a small village.  These are nothing of the sort.  They are huge multi-storied buildings which seem to be all connected, almost like a wall in themselves.  This is where the Jews are building their walls to protect their citizens, who really have no right to be there in the first place!  I am noticing little guard house-type buildings everywhere.  I suspect there is a soldier up there with a gun.  We see soldiers, in and out of uniform, with guns every time we turn around, even in the visitor’s centers.  
We are heading toward Jerusalem and the Notre Dame Pilgrim House, which is owned by the Vatican.  Pope Paul VI bought it.  He learned that a religious community, whose numbers dwindled,  had sold it to the Israelis. He took Israel to the International Court of Law stating that the community did not seek approval of Rome and so had no authority to sell it.  The Vatican prevailed.  He had great visions for it as a pilgrim house.  It was remodeled and dedicated in 1979 and has been used as a pilgrim house for people throughout the world.  At present, the Legionaries of Christ are administering the building.  The rooms are Spartan but convenient and they serve all the meals and the food is good.  We should not venture out by ourselves but in groups of two or three.  The New Gate is called that because it was only opened in the 1300’s.
Carol told us that Emiliano, our driver, has a wonderful book on the Holy Land for $15 and a dvd for $25.

After we check in and get to our rooms, we will go to Mass at 5 pm in the beautiful chapel in the premises.   The Archbishop said a prayer each day as we started our pilgrimage and we said many rosaries and Hail Mary’s.
When we got ready for bed tonight, we discovered our air conditioner doesn’t work.  We opened the windows, as it was lovely outside, only to discover we are close to what appears to be not only the loading zone but also the place where they bring out the garbage.  There is a ferocious barking dog down there who we guess is a guard dog.  I am glad I have my ear plugs.  Poor Sandra doesn’t have any.  We will report it in the morning.
Saturday, September 13:

We are on our way to Bethlehem.  The archbishop pointed out that we could no longer go see Rachel’s grave (which is close to Bethlehem) because of the wall Israel put up.  It has always been a very sacred site for Jews, Christians and Moslems.  Rachel is the first woman recorded to have died in childbirth.  She died after giving birth to her youngest, Benjamin.  Rachel was Jacob’s wife.  (Genesis 29-35)
We will visit the Church of the Nativity, St Catherine’s Church and have Mass in St. Jerome’s chapel, just a few yards away from the birthplace of Jesus.  Then we will visit the Shepherd’s field (Luke 2:8-14), the  Church of the Visitation (Luke 1:39-45), where Mary proclaimed her Magnificat and then the Church of St. John the Baptist (Matt.11:10-13 & Luke 3:1-3).  Ein Karem is the place where John the Baptist was born.  This is all very steep hilly country.  No wonder they said Mary went to the “hill country” to visit her cousin, Elizabeth.  I will forever have a different view of that event when I hear the Scripture read!
We had to get off the bus at Manger Square and walk to the Church of the Nativity and St. Catherine’s because of the wall.  The bus has to leave as it cannot stay there to wait for us.  We will meet up with it later at an appointed place.

The entrance to the Church of the Nativity is a very low narrow opening.  From the pictures we took, you can see where it used to be much larger.  The Archbishop told us they had to make it small as it was being desecrated by others riding horses into the church.  To get to the site of the Nativity, we had to wait in line and go down some steps to the site.  
There is a star made of some kind of metal over the place where tradition says the manger was where Jesus was born and you can put your hand into a hole and touch it.
We went down stairs to the grotto of the Chapel of St. Jerome for Mass.  It is a very small place and the 36 of us barely fit in there.  It was really touching having Mass there.  We sang “O Come All Ye Faithful” and “It Came Upon A Midnight Clear” with gusto, as if it were Christmas morning. 

After Mass in the chapel and visiting the place of the Nativity, we again walked by the Shepherd’s Field.  We had more time to absorb the surroundings then as we did not have to be on our way for Mass at a certain time.  I found a place where you could look into the trees and field without seeing any of the surrounding buildings and took a picture so it would more resemble the time when the shepherds saw the star.

Then we walked to the bus and went to lunch in a wonderful setting.  It resembled a Bedouin tent.  They brought us 9 or 10 small dishes of all sorts of dips, olives and relishes and two larger bowls each with a different salad to begin.  Then we had a wonderful lunch.

We stopped at a Christian souvenir shop called Herodian.  The Archbishop knew the owner and they gave us a discount on anything we purchased and will ship it.  They had many lovely things made of olive wood.  There were two grades: one is totally hand-carved and is the more expensive; the other is machine cut and not so expensive.  I bought a bust of Jesus carved from one piece of wood, a plaque of  “God Bless Our Home”, several olive wood boxes for rosaries, a couple of rosaries made from olive pits, some boxes for my grandsons containing water from the Jordan, Olive oil, Incense and soil from the Holy Land, 2 loaves and 5 fishes in a small bowl and a head of Christ to hang.

Since the wall went up, so many Christians have left Bethlehem because they cannot get to work so patronizing this particular shop is good because they are Christian and it will help them stay.

Next was the Church of the Visitation (Luke 1:39-56).  They had the Magnificat in many, many different languages on a wall outside and we all said it in English as a group.  In front of the wall were a statue of Mary and a very pregnant Elizabeth and on a wall of the church, a beautiful mural (can’t remember if it was mosaic or painted) of Mary on the donkey being led and surrounded by angels above, behind and in front, on her way to visit Elizabeth.  Behind her in the distance was Nazareth and in front, very close by, Ein Karim, the birthplace of John the Baptist, and by inference, Elizabeth’s home.

Next we visited the Church of St. John the Baptist.  The Canticle of Zechariah (Luke 1:68-79) was on the wall.

Sunday, September 14:

We had breakfast in the Notre Dame Center as usual.  We will walk through the old city of Jerusalem through St. Stephen’s Gate and follow the Via Dolorosa, the Way of the Cross that Jesus walked on the way to his death for us. 
 All of this is almost more than a person can take in.  We visited also the Church of St. Anne (Mary’s mother & Mary’s birth place), the Pool of Bethesda (where Jesus healed the sick man, John 5:1-9), the chapel of Flagellation, the Lithostrotos (a courtyard outside the praetorium where Pilate passed judgment on Jesus), where you could see that the Roman soldiers scratched the outlines for some games they played, the arch of Ecce Homo, and the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, where we visited the tomb of Jesus.  The Pool of Bethesda was very impressive and well preserved.  I got some very good pictures of it and of a map of the layout.
That was awesome.  We again waited a long time in line to get in to the Holy Sepulcher, as it will only hold 3-4 people at a time.  While we waited and shuffled in line, some of us got a scrap of paper from someone and wrote the names of people and prayer intentions  and stuck them in the crevices of the outside of the Sepulcher structure.  

Of course, we weren’t the only pilgrims waiting.  There were a lot of people.  I can’t even remember who else went in with me but Kirk.  It was so mind-numbing I barely could believe I was there.  It was very special to be able to go in with Kirk.  We prayed together on the slab over His tomb.  After we came out, he and I took pictures of the rest of our group as they emerged.  While we waited, the priest in charge allowed a lady and man to bring their blind son ahead of the rest of the group to go in.  Very touching.  
It is 12:30 pm.  We will walk to the bus and go to lunch.  Then we’ll go to Gethsemane and the Church of All Nations, where we will have Mass.  Kirk will celebrate Mass on the Rock of the Agony.  (Mark 14:32-42)
Our lunch was at a very nice place called the Christmas Hotel.  The food was wonderful and it was a sit-down lunch.  It was a very fine hotel.  They had a power failure while we were there.
Oh my!  I could barely control myself thinking about how Jesus suffered such mental anguish on this rock, knowing what he was about to face for our sakes (Matt. 26:36-46).  I think this has been the most special place for me so far.  I don’t know why.  It was wonderful that Kirk was privileged to say Mass here.

Before and after Mass, we had a chance to visit the ancient olive trees on this Mount of Olives.   Some of them looked like they might have been there when Jesus lived.  (When I got back home, I googled olive trees and found that they can, in fact, live two or three thousand years!  So maybe some of those pictures I took of old trees might be some that were there when He was.) 

We could look across the way from this perspective and see a massive Jewish cemetery which has also been here for ages.  
We boarded the bus to go to the very top of the mount for a spectacular view.  There was an old man up there, appears he was an Arab with his keyfiah (sp) head gear on and he was soliciting pictures of he and his donkey.  I wasn’t going to do it but he was so congenial, I couldn’t resist.  I handed him a dollar and he said, “But what about the donkey?  He needs to eat too!”  So cute.  The donkey’s name was Peter.  So I gave him another dollar.  He gave me a big hug and someone got a picture of it.  I hope they send it to me.  My one dollar bills are going fast.

This has been a very special day.  In addition to being able to celebrate Mass on the Rock of the Agony, today is the feast of the Triumph of the Cross!   Each day seems to be more precious than the last!  Perhaps it is because all of this is having a cumulative effect on our minds and hearts.

We will pick up the pictures taken this morning on the steps in front of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher at dinner tonight.  They are $6 each.
Monday, September 15:
5:30 am up, 6:30 breakfast at the center, 7:30 on the bus.  

I was having stomach trouble this morning and was afraid to leave the room so I stayed behind as they were coming back here to the Notre Dame Center for lunch at 1 pm.  I took 2 Imodium and hope that’s the last of it.  They are going to the Wailing Wall, The Upper Room, Dormition Abbey and Mass at 9 am,  where Mary “fell asleep” and the Church of St. Peter in Gallicantu, where Peter denied Jesus 3 times.

After lunch, we will go to the Israeli Museum to see the actual Dead Sea Scrolls.  This is the only place in the world where you can see them.  

Then we will drive to the Benedictine Monastery in Abu Gosh, which is built over the well used by travelers from Jerusalem to Emmaus.  Abu Gosh is where all the tribes of Israel gathered to receive the Ark of the Covenant back from the Philistines who captured it in 1050 BC.  The ancient name of this place is Kyriat Yearim.  The Ark stayed here during the reign of King Samuel, King Saul and the first year of the reign of King David, who moved it to Jerusalem, which he just made the capital of his new kingdom in 1000 BC. 
There is a statue of Mary erected in 1931, on top of the Church N. D. Arche d Alliance.  This church is built over an ancient Byzantine Church from the 5th century.  The statue on top depicts Mary holding Jesus in her arms.  He, in a foreshadowing of His gift to us of Himself, is extending the Eucharist in His hand.
The archbishop arranged for us to go to Vespers at the Benedictine Monastery.  He thought it was at 5:30 but it was at 6 pm so we had some extra time to stroll through the gardens and visit the gift shop.  I bought a couple of candlesticks and candles and one of their CDs.  Abbot Lawrence heard my confession there in that garden on a couple of benches at the top part, which was very quiet and secluded.  Beautiful.

There were women and men religious there and they sang like angels.  It was all in French, I believe.  At any rate, I couldn’t understand the words but it was so beautiful, you didn’t have to understand. 
Tuesday, September 16:
Wake up call this morning is at 5 am.  We will leave the Notre Dame center at 5:45 am to go to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher for Mass, walking  through the New Gate.  Our Mass is scheduled for 6:30 and we are only allowed a half hour.   Time is very tight at all these sacred sites.  It will be in the chapel next to the site of the Crucifixion, which is under the Orthodox jurisdiction.  (Luke 23:33-43)  
There are 3 altars there.  One is the Orthodox and under that altar is a place where you can touch the place of the crucifixion, Calvary.  Then we will walk back to Notre Dame Center for breakfast.  

That was a solemn moment when we got on our knees, crawled under the altar, put our hand into the hole there and actually touched the rock of Calvary, where Jesus was crucified.  We had to go quickly a there were many other people waiting to go through.  It was only about 10 feet from where we celebrated Mass.
We had breakfast back at the Notre Dame Center and a quick break and now are on the bus to go to Qumran and Masada, at the far end of the Dead Sea.  First we will stop in Bethany where Jesus raised Lazarus from the dead (John 11:1-44).  We will see a tomb like the one where Lazarus was buried.  Martha, Mary and Lazarus were siblings.  You can see from the bus that we must be in Palestinian territory as it is so very poor.  They have nothing new or good like the Jews.  It is pitiful.
I did not go down into the tomb as everyone said it was too dangerous, being narrow, dark and slippery.  The entrance to the tomb is not the original one.  They built a mosque next to the original opening and so a new entrance had to be dug down to the tomb.  Anyway, it was impressive to see.  It is 10:35 am and we have already had a busy and fruitful day!
Our bus seemed to drive at least half way around the Dead Sea!  We just kept going and going.  The Dead Sea is the lowest place on earth, 1312 feet below sea level.  
We passed the national park of Ein Gedi, lush and green, with row upon row of date palm trees.  They put bags on the clusters of unripened dates.  I guess that would be twofold: to keep them from dropping to the ground and rotting and to prevent the birds from eating them.  Dates, bananas and olives are big business around here.  Archbishop said this is the resort where the Jews from Jerusalem come to relax for holiday.
It is very hot here at Masada.  They suggested we cover our heads because there’s no shade up there.  I didn’t bring my cap so I had someone help me tie the white scarf I bought at a tourist stop by Hadrian’s Arch.  We got in a cable car to go up.  It is possible to go up a trail but it is very steep and with the heat, only the fittest would make it.  We did not have the time for anyone of them to try it.
It is an impressive site up here.  You can see for a long way.  Masada is where the Jews made their last stand against the Romans in 73 AD.  I believe they withstood them for two years!  That’s amazing as it is in the middle of nowhere.  Of course, at that time it may not have been.  We were on our own to explore the top as much or little as we wanted and then take the cable car back down and meet in the restaurant/gift shop.

On to Qumran.  If it was hot at Masada, it is VERY hot here.  Whew.  Qumran is where the Essenes lived and the discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls in caves here.  It’s no wonder they were preserved as hot and dry as it is.  It is rumored that John the Baptist was an Essenes but not proven.  
The Essenes have gained fame in modern times as a result of the discovery of an extensive group of religious documents known as the Dead Sea Scrolls, commonly believed as being their library. These documents include preserved multiple copies of the Hebrew Bible untouched from as early as 300 BC until their discovery in 1946. The multiple copies of the Old Testament in the original Hebrew confirmed that the Old Testament has remained relatively unchanged since it was redacted in 450 BC, with some slight changes in wording but not meaning. Among the scrolls recording each "book" of the Bible separately, only the Book of Esther did not survive the effects of time. This library also included many other, diverse religious texts, adding significant historical insights into various social and religious movements and events around the region.  (Wickipedia)
Even so, it is a very interesting site.  We received vouchers for our lunch.  Everything was ala carte and a little confusing.  They were not very helpful or friendly.  I’ve observed that in the Jews since we’ve been here.  
Qumran itself is quite interesting from an archeological standpoint.  We walked on a boardwalk all through the settlement, which seems to be quite well preserved, and saw the caves of the discovery of the scrolls.  As we left, a sign pointed out we were in the Judean wilderness.  John the Baptist lived in the wilderness on locusts and honey.  Being from OK, it reminded me of a bunch of scrub oak and rocks!
It’s a little after 4 pm.  We are driving down to a place where those who want to get into the Dead See will have that opportunity.  I am staying on the bus, if possible, as I got pretty hot at Qumran.  

I heard a story once about why the Dead Sea is dead!  It is because the Jordan River and its tributaries run into it giving it water but nothing runs back out.  That is like our hearts when all we do is take and do not give back.

It’s after 5pm and we’re on our way back to Jerusalem.  They had a great time in the Dead Sea and Tim O’Connor fell in!  It is impossible to sink though since it is so salty.  

As we drive back, we see many little shepherds with their goat flocks and the Bedouin tents stretched along the highway.  Such a poor existence but then, they have few possessions to worry about!  And, always the little huts on stilts here and there along the highway, with razor wire around the bottom and someone in the shack with a gun.  Then there’s the WALL that runs along like a knife in the heart, separating the Jews from everyone else.
Tonight we have a representative of the Franciscans, caretakers of the Holy Land, to answer any questions we might have.  Last night, our guest was from the local Catholic Near East Welfare Association.
Wednesday, September 17:
No wake-up call for this morning.  However, breakfast is at 8 am and at 9 am we will leave here and walk over to the Latin Patriarchate for Mass.  After that, we will go upstairs to Archbishop Fouad Twal’s parlor and he will present the Knights and Ladies of the Holy Sepulcher with their Pilgrim Shells.  (The archbishop and Paul, our Jordanian guide, are cousins.)  Archbishop Beltran says to wear our “Sunday best clothes” as they will take a group picture.  We do not need to wear our ID badges for this picture as we did in the one on the steps of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.  
We should be back at the Notre Dame Center by 1 pm where the bus will take us, once again, to the Christmas Hotel for a nice lunch.  After lunch we come back to the center and are on our own for the rest of the day to visit sites we want to see, revisit those we’d like, shop or sit back and take stock of what we have done and seen. 

Some of us are coming back to the center by 6 pm to have a tour of the display they have here of the Shroud of Turin.  Kirk arranged with Fr. Kelley for this.  Our dinner is scheduled for 7 pm.

Sandra, Bev, Tony and I went over to old Jerusalem and bought some things.  I got a beautiful rug and some scarves that I plan to use as table runners and gifts.  I looked for an icon of Our Lady Of Perpetual Help but to no avail.  I saw many that looked very much like her but they all were in red instead of black.  Much later, on our way back to the center, I learned that the one I saw is the Greek orthodox version and is called Our Lady of Formidable Compassion!!  I could kick myself that I didn’t buy the one I liked.  Oh well.

The Shroud tour was magnificent but one hour was not nearly enough.  They really have a lot of information there.  I’m glad I bought a booklet.  The next time the Shroud will be on display in Turin is 2025.
Thursday, September 18:
We have to be packed and out of our rooms by 10 am today, with luggage in the hall or lobby.  There is another large group coming and they need to clean our rooms!  Mass is at 11 am in the chapel.  We will have lunch here and then some more time to visit old Jerusalem.  I think I’ve bought enough stuff.  I’ll probably stay here.  Then we get on the bus and are on our way to Old Jaffa (Joppa), which is traditionally thought to be founded by Japeth, son of Noah.
We didn’t leave the lobby until 2 pm.  Some of the group were back in old Jerusalem doing more shopping.

Old Jaffa is one of the oldest towns in the Holy Land.  Peter brought Tabitha back from the dead here (Acts 9:36-43).  We visited the Church of St. Peter.  However, Simon the Tanner’s house, where he brought Tabitha back from the dead, was off limits.   An old Armenian lady lives there and didn’t want people coming in her home.  It is down the hill by the sea.

This is also where Peter was on the rooftop praying and he saw a large sheet come down from heaven with every kind of animal imaginable.  God told him to eat of it and so declared all foods clean.  (Acts 10:9-16)
We have to leave here at 5 pm so that gives us an hour and a half.  I bought Sherry and Michelle some earrings made of Roman glass.   There were lots of cheap trinkets but these were in a gallery of sorts which had much nicer things.  Sandra and Bev walked down a place to try and find the sea shore while Tony and I waited on the wall.  While we waited, we saw someone either filming a wedding or making an advertisement.  I think the latter because there were only the “bride & groom”, a couple of cameramen and a couple of others, certainly not enough for a wedding party.  The girls came back up after quite awhile without ever reaching the sea shore.

We were all hot and thirsty so we went to get a drink and relax.  I want to say it was at the Aladdin Restaurant.  Fr. Rex and Kirk passed by, saw us (we were out on a balcony) and joined us.  I have no pictures of Joppa or at the Patriarchate.  I left my camera at the center when we went to the Patriarchate as I figured we were just going for Mass!  Forgot about the rest.  And, then I was so tired of carrying it, I packed it in my luggage this morning so I wouldn’t have to carry it on the plane.  

We had a very nice dinner along the Mediterranean tonight.  I took a chance and had fish again.  I asked what kind and he said something that sounded to me like “Dinah”.  I asked again and he said sea bass so I said okay.  I was not ready for another St. Peter’s fish!

Our flight leaves about 11:30 pm tonight from Tel Aviv!  The archbishop told us to all stay together as they will have a guide to help us through the check-in.  A man armed with a machine gun came onto our bus and started asking questions.  That was scary.
This was a nightmare.  They made most of us open our suitcases and let them go through them.  I didn’t have to thank God as I had all I could do to keep all my stuff on the cart from falling.  It was very heavy because of all my purchases and I had one more suitcase than when I came over.  To add to the weight, I packed my camera and case, my portable DVD player to watch “Where Jesus Walked” and my rug and coffee pot!!  The one thing no one checked in any airport (for which I was ready) was the little bottles of liquid substances!  When I was in Spain and Portugal in July, they wanted to see them every time!  Go figure.

The worst thing though was when we were in line to show our passports.  We waited and waited.  It was one huge mass of people and many of them were cutting in front of us who had been waiting a long time.  There were no lines even though there were different booths with the officials in them.  It was mayhem.  This would not have happened in the US.  Suddenly, everything stopped and no one was moving anywhere.  I saw two girls go up to people and take them back.  Then we would see a group of two or three persons come and get a group of people and make them go back through the screening area.  Then they’d come and get another group.  People were getting surly.  Then they came and made everyone go back through screening even though we had just been.  They must have thought someone had something.  People were grumbling and angry.  I don’t know how long we were but I know that we came into that airport with an abundance of time and now were all worried about making our flight.  It was also hard to keep some semblance of our group together!
It seemed to me that our flight back home was harder on me that usual.  Most always, I am not as bothered by the flight back as I am coming over, but this 14-hour flight was a killer for me, even though I slept some.  I also slept most of the way from Atlanta to OKC.  Even so, it took me several days to get back in sync, after I arrived back home.
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