
Peters house early that morning?” Answer: He had his regular place of prayer. 
There is a natural hillside theatre above and behind this cave. Amer read the 
beatitudes and despite heavy traffic, and standing a good 100 yards from him, I 
could hear every single syllable. Jesus could have addressed a great number of 
people here. Alan added, “The hairs stood up on Eileen's neck as she was coming 
down from the Eremos cave with others and Jean spotted a shoal of fish on the lake 
making concentric ripples on the water surface. This seemed to confirm to Eileen 
the authenticity of the sites where Jesus would have come for his quiet time and 
where he may well have addressed large crowds of people”. 

 
Again, being back marker gave me a bit more freedom. I jumped a fence and ran 
through fields to see a place that I had never seen before. It is marked on some 
maps as the Bay of the Parables and is a natural theatre where Jesus got his new 
friends to push a boat out to teach them in parables. It is a gorgeous unspoilt 
place with boulders that would have been perfect for sitting on. A sower may 
well have been at work in those fields as Jesus taught. Afterwards they set off in 
the boat to the other side but got caught in a storm. If I am ever in this area again 
it is a place that I would endeavour to bring a group to see.  

 

 



I then ran to catch up to the group. (I hope they didn’t miss me). We said farewell 
to our wonderful guide Michael before making our way to the Magaan Eden 
Kibbutz Holiday Village and Hotel. We had been disappointed at not being able to 
stay in the Ron Beach, but the general opinion is that this was an upgrade. We 
had individual chalets and it was a beautiful lakeside location close to the place 
where the Jordan flows out and on down the rift valley towards the Dead Sea. 
This would be our last night as a group of 19 and Alan summed up how many of 
us were feeling in his devotions. We felt so blessed having completed the walk 
and having been in such special places. He said “We have seen the places where 
Jesus grew up and lived. Where he knew the short cuts, and all the people in a 
village of 400 souls. He knew this area like the back of his hand. As Jesus knew 
these people, and these places, so as Son of God, he knows us intimately. As Jesus 
chose 12 and knew each one, so he taught them and others with an authority that 
they had never heard before. When he wanted downtime, he didn’t turn on the 
TV, he went to those quiet places to pray”.  

 
Day 1, The Holy Land in a Week (The Sea of Galilee) 

 
Eleven weary travellers arrived late after a gruelling journey and a delayed flight. 
It didn’t help that the chalets involved another walk pulling suitcases through the 
rain that had been falling most of the evening. Having picked up our Israeli 
Christian Arab guide Amer Nicola in Tiberias, our day commenced in Capernaum 
(Kfar Nahum, Nahum’s village), though apparently the town had no connection 



with the prophet Nahum. He brought us to a limestone column carved in the 
fourth century AD that says “Alphaeus the son of Zebedee the son of John made this 
column. May it be for him a blessing”. We know that Andrew and Peter’s father 
was a man called John, that James and John’s father was a man called Zebedee 
and that Matthew’s father was called Alphaeus. It is interesting that these family 
names continued to be associated with Kfar Nahum all these years later. A 
milestone from the nearby Via Maris reminds us of a significant customs post. 
Mark 23 “Once again Jesus went out beside the lake. A large crowd came to 
him, and he began to teach them. 14 As he walked along, he saw Levi son of 
Alphaeus sitting at the tax collector’s booth. “Follow me,” Jesus told him, and Levi 
got up and followed him”. 

 
He then brought us to the Synagogue. It too was built in the fourth century but 
the foundations are of basalt and much older.  Excavations identify the 
foundations as from the synagogue built by a God fearing centurion. We read 
about this in Luke 7. When Jesus had finished saying all this to the people who 
were listening, he entered Capernaum. 2 There a centurion’s servant, whom his 
master valued highly, was sick and about to die. 3 The centurion heard of Jesus 
and sent some elders of the Jews to him, asking him to come and heal his 
servant. 4 When they came to Jesus, they pleaded earnestly with him, “This man 
deserves to have you do this,5 because he loves our nation and has built our 
synagogue.” Amer pointed out some interesting features of the synagogue 
including the door where that gave access to a women’s gallery.  

 

 



 

 
Amer then showed us a large collection of basalt olive presses and corn mills. 
Obviously besides fishing the town was an important manufacturing base for this 
cutting edge technology. Amer suggested that Peter’s move from Bethsaida to 
Capernaum may have been for tax reasons. It would have saved him having to 
cross the border every time he wanted to sell fish in his main marketplace. The 
garrison of soldiers based in this border town would also have added to its 
prosperity.  
 
We then walked towards the church built over the house of Peter. This is a bold 
claim, but one that is substantiated by the evidence. An octagonal church dating 
from Byzantine times and contemporaneous with the White Synagogue may 
suggest a certain rivalry between the Jewish and Christian population. Early 
pilgrims identify this church as being built on Peter’s house. We were able to 
glimpse a wall and the floor of this house. Graffiti in the plaster demonstrate that 
people came to pray here from very early days. Jerome Murphy O’Connor, one of 
the foremost archaeologists of the Holy Land writes “This group of basalt 
buildings is bordered on all four sides by streets. Only five doors provided access 
from the street, suggesting that 15 houses grouped around small courtyards might 
have been occupied by related families, ie about 100 persons in all. The basalt 
stones were neither cut nor shaped, and smaller stones were used to create more or 
less horizontal courses. Such walls could not take any great weight. This had two 
consequences. They could not be weakened by windows. They could not carry a 
second story. The roofs were made with a network of light branches covered with 
straw and earth. The floors and rooms were of black basalt cobbles. It would have 
been very easy for a coin to slip between them”. (Read from Mark 1:14…. You will 
just want to keep reading!) 

 



 
Following a time of worship by the sea we moved on to the Mount of Beatitudes 
where Colin led us in a very beautiful service of Holy Communion. Lunch was 
next. Most enjoyed a meal of salads. Some sampled the St Peter’s fish.  

 
We then went to Kibbutz Ginnosor to view the remarkable find of a first century 
boat. Mainly constructed from cedar wood, it was patched over the years with 
JuJube (Christ’s thorn), oak, Judas tree, plane wood, laurel, sycamore and pine. 
We followed this up with our own boat ride with Messianic believer Danny 
Carmel. Flags were raised in honour of both Ireland and the UK and following a 
time of worship the trip went all too quickly.  

 

 
Our new members were tired at this stage, so we concluded the day by driving 
over the Jordan River and around the lake past Bethsaida, the site of the feeding 
of the 4,000 (7 basketfuls left over symbolic of the seven gentile tribes) and the 
place of the healing of Legion out of whom many demons were cast into a swine 
herd.  



 
Jean and I had a nice walk around Kibbutz Magaan. It was interesting to see the 
older communal houses, now derelict, along side lovely new homes built from 
the collective wealth generated in the Kibbutz. Eli told us “The sculpture was 
made by our local blacksmith. He has a workshop in the kibbutz for repairments 
of all kinds of machines, and as hobby he creates these figures”. Most enjoyed an 
early night. 
 

Day 2, Holy Land in a Week (The Golan Heights) 
This was the day that I was most nervous about. The war in Syria still rages on 
after seven terrible years. We drove first to Tel Dan that was the northern 
extremity of biblical Israel. The scriptures often refer to the land as being from 
Dan to Beersheba. Sometimes it was bigger, and at other times more confined. 
The contrast between the well watered north and the arid south is stark.  

 
We walked past a rushing torrent that we were told is one of the three primary 
tributaries of the Jordan, the Dan, the Sneel (Hasbani) from the Lebanon, and the 
Hermon stream. We paused to sing “All you who are thirsty” and Trevor prayed 
with the group. Amer spent some time speaking about the importance 
defensively of the city gate, but also how it was a place of trade, worship, and 
judging. Solomon probably presided over his people here. As the group walked 
towards the high place I took a chance to see an even older gate that Abraham 
may have passed through on his way from Haran to the Promised Land.  
 
A metal frame has been engineered to demonstrate the size of the altar. They 
were able to calculate this from one horn of the altar that was found during 
excavations. The steps are original.  



 
Not wanting to delay the group I showed a few people nearby trenches 
overlooking the border with Lebanon. We managed with difficulty to find our 
way through a maze of paths and caught up with the group in time to see 
Margaret courageously stride through the Jordan. Trevor took unwell and Ken 
very kindly agreed to accompany him in a taxi back to the hotel. 

 
Our next stop was Banias. We didn’t have as much time here as we would have 
liked but we did have time to read about Jesus asking his disciples “Who do 
people say that I am?” We sang “Majesty” and “Open our eyes Lord, we want to 
see Jesus”. This is also a special place for the Druze. Amer pointed out their holy 
site high up on the cliff face, and also the place where water used to bubble up 
from the ground prior to an earthquake. Worshipers of the god Pan would throw 
a sacrifice into the water. If it disappeared the god had accepted it. If it 
reappeared the sacrifice was rejected. Many other gods were also worshipped 
here, making the question of Jesus all the more pertinent.  

 
We enjoyed lunch in a Druze restaurant before travelling on into the mist. We 
had all but given up on driving up Mount Bental when at the last minute there 
was a break in the clouds. We looked down on a UN base and the Syrian border. 



Fergus prayed an emotional prayer for Syria but there was no time for even a 
sneaky magnum or coffee. I did manage to buy some date honey from a Druze 
man and weeks later I am still enjoying. I prefer it to bees honey.  

 

 

 
Generously Amer allowed a quick visit to those special places at the Mensi 
Christi, the Eremos Cave and the Sermon on the Mount site before a second 
circumnavigation of the Sea of Galilee back to the hotel.  
 
I had requested a keyboard for Ryan to play. Eli Kedem, a member of the kibbutz 
overheard the request and gave us the use of his digital organ. I gave him the 
book of pictures of the Holy Land to view. He arrived at the end of our worship 
time and led a wonderful sing along with the help of Ryan on keyboard and Ruth 
on flute. We sang Jewish songs like “Hevenu Shalom aleichim” and “If I were a 
rich man” from Fiddler on the Roof. It was special. 



 
 

Day 3, Holy Land in a Week (The Jordan Valley & Bethany) 
We were sad leaving the tranquillity of the Galilee, but like our Saviour, and 
countless other pilgrims before and since, we too wanted to make our aliya up to 
Jerusalem. However we first had to go down. We travelled past the Decapolis city 
of Bethshan. The Mountains of Gilboa were on our right and the river Jordan and 
the country of Jordan to our left. We could see the heavily mined no man’s land in 
between. Amer spoke of the three main routes pilgrims could take between the 
north and the south. They could take the way we were taking through the Jordan 
Valley, but this would have been very hot in summer. They could have taken the 
Via Maris, and then the road to Jerusalem from the coast. Or they could have 
travelled the Father’s or Patriarch’s Way, down the spine of the land. This would 
have taken Jesus through Samaria. Amer asked “Who was the fastest woman in 
the Bible? Answer: The Samaritan Woman. In the morning she was a sinner. In 
the afternoon she was a believer. In the evening she was a missionary. On a roll 
he asked “Who was the fastest man in the Bible? Answer: The thief on the cross. 
In the morning he was a sinner. In the afternoon he was a believer. In the 
evening he was in heaven. John introduced his typical humour by asking who the 
smallest man in the Bible? Answer: Bildad the Shuhite! And then added “Never 
let the sun go down on your wrath… stay up and fight all night!   
 
Amer explained the Oslo Accord. We would be entering Zone A of the West Bank 
when we entered Jericho. The cities of Bethlehem, Jericho, Nablus, Ramallah and 
Hebron are in Zone A and under the control of the Palestinian Authority. The 
land around our road, Route 90, is considered Zone C and includes empty lands, 
roads and Jewish settlements. These areas are in the West Bank but under the 
control of the Israeli Defence Forces. Zone B includes the villages and suburbs of 



the West Bank and are controlled by the civic authority of the Palestinian 
government, but under Israeli military control. El Eizariyeh (Bethany) is in Zone 
B.  

 

 
We arrived in St Gerasimos Monastery before the Greek speaking woman in the 
café was ready for us so we made our way to the front of the building. St 
Gerasimos died in 472AD. Amer explained that the monastic life was attracting 
thousands of sincere believers at this time. They would spent the week in prayer 
in caves called lavra, and then come together in the monastery for communal 
food and worship at the weekends. This site was built in what was known as 
“The Break”, marking the place where the children of Israel crossed the Jordan 
into the Promised Land on their way to Jericho. It was also close to the place 
where Elijah the Tishbite was taken into heaven leaving his mantle for Elisha. 
John the Baptist baptised Jesus close to here.  
 
St Gerasimos is best known from his encounter with a lion. Prior to the building 
of the monastery St Gerasimos lived here with one disciple and a donkey used 
for carrying water from the Jordan river up to their cells. St Gerasimos was so 
gentle that even the wildest of animals grew tame in his presence. 
 
One day from out of the vast, trackless desert a proud lion appeared suddenly 
before Gerasimos’ cell. The great beast approached the hermit, bowed his tawny 
head and held out a huge paw. He was in great pain because it had a large thorn 
in it. After the saint removed it, the lion decided to stay. He joined the tiny, 
isolated community. Guided by the saintly hermit, man and beast lived together 
in perfect peace and harmony. Of his own free will the king of beasts became 
Gerasimos’ faithful servant. One of the lion’s tasks was to guard the little donkey 
whenever it wandered beyond the little settlement in search of fodder. Since it 



was dangerous for the donkey to be alone in the desert, the lion always went 
along to protect it. 
 
One hot day when the donkey was grazing, looking for a few blades of green 
grass to eat, the lion sat under the shade of a palm tree. The heat of the day made 
the big cat drowsy and soon he closed his eyes and slept. While he slept, a 
caravan of merchants happened to pass by. Finding the donkey alone and 
unguarded, the merchants tied it with a rope and carried the donkey away with 
them. When the lion finally awoke, the donkey was nowhere to be seen. Alarmed, 
he began to look everywhere for the donkey-behind the shrubs, over the hills of 
sand. But he could find no traces of the missing donkey. The waving sands of the 
desert had hidden the tracks of the caravan and the stolen donkey. Distressed 
that the donkey had disappeared while he slept, the lion started slowly to make 
his way home. Gerasimos’ disciple first saw the lion returning alone, without the 
little donkey. 
 
“Look,” he said to the hermit, “here comes our lion, but I don’t see the donkey 
with him. He must have eaten the poor little creature.” There being no other 
reasonable explanation of the donkey’s disappearance, Gerasimos agreed with 
his disciple that the lion would have to carry water every day like a donkey as a 
punishment. The lion understood what Gerasimos was telling him. He bowed his 
great head and did what he was bid. 
 
At last one day the lion went to the river at the same time as some merchants 
were passing. What do you think he saw? Yes, there was the donkey. He left out a 
great roar, and the robbers all ran away leaving the donkey.  When he came up, 
St Gerasimos realised his mistake. He had been blamed in the wrong, and until 
the day the old man died, he remained his faithful pet and companion. The story 
reads like a pious fable but the truth may be more inspiring. It is thought that the 
lion is symbolic of a man with a violent past who came to know the Saviour. It is 
easy to judge people in the wrong. As the old saying goes, “Does the leopard 
change its spots?” Thank God, the grace of God can and does change violent 
people into gentle and useful disciples of Jesus as the presence of Trevor with us 
proved. 

 
It was a short hop from here to Jericho. We barely noticed that we had crossed 
into Zone A and Jericho is normally very peaceful. Burnt tyres indicated that 
there had been trouble. A man who attacked an Israeli soldier with an iron bar 
while attempting to grab his rifle died as a result a few days previously. We 
stopped first to view a Sycamore fig tree. Then most opted to get the cable car up 



to the Monastery on Mount Qarantal (The Mount of Temptation). Tradition 
suggests that this was where Satan took Jesus to show him all the kingdoms of 
the world, offering him power without suffering. What impressed me most were 
the beautifully attired Ethiopian Pilgrims as they sang their way up to the 
monastery. No cable car for them. They were not tourists. The prayerful walk 
was an essential part of the pilgrimage of this proud ancient Christian tradition 
who number among their ancestors the Queen of Sheba and the Ethiopian 
Eunuch. Church historians date the Ethiopian Orthodox community from 
missionaries sent to their country by St Athanasius in the fourth century.    

 

 

 
One fully appreciates this verdant oasis from the vantage point of the monastery. 
The ancient well known as Elisha’s Spring or Ein Es-Sultan is still the primary 
water source. The inhabitants use it as it comes out of the ground and it is 
delivered around the city untreated in pipes and in aqueducts. We read about it 
in 2 Kings. 19 The people of the city said to Elisha, “Look, our lord, this town is 
well situated, as you can see, but the water is bad and the land is unproductive.” 
20 “Bring me a new bowl,” he said, “and put salt in it.” So they brought it to him. 



21 Then he went out to the spring and threw the salt into it, saying, “This is what 
the LORD says: ‘I have healed this water. Never again will it cause death or make 
the land unproductive.’” 22 And the water has remained pure to this day, 
according to the word Elisha had spoken”. We viewed the ancient Tel that was 
given miraculously to Joshua from outside the fence before enjoying a meal in 
“Einstein’s” restaurant.  

 
Having boarded the bus again, we made our way to El Eizariyeh (Bethany).  

 

 
Traffic was slow in this congested space but we made it eventually to the church 
built over the home of Mary, Martha and Lazarus. The original church dates from 
Byzantine times but the very beautiful modern building is a Franciscan 
construction dating from 1954. We had the opportunity of reading Luke 10 38 As 
Jesus and his disciples were on their way, he came to a village where a woman 
named Martha opened her home to him. 39 She had a sister called Mary, who sat 
at the Lord’s feet listening to what he said. 40 But Martha was distracted by all the 
preparations that had to be made. She came to him and asked, “Lord, don’t you 
care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!” 



41 “Martha, Martha,” the Lord answered, “you are worried and upset about many 
things, 42 but few things are needed—or indeed only one. Mary has chosen what 
is better, and it will not be taken away from her.” We then made our way up to 
the tomb of Lazarus. A mosque was built over the entrance to the tomb (Muslims 
celebrate the raising of Lazarus too). The Franciscans cut the present steps as a 
new access point to the tomb between 1566 and 1575. Some were able to 
purchase “David’s slings” here and I was glad to get a ready-made crown of 
thorns. The branches of JuJube or Christ’s thorns that I had gathered at the 
expense of some painful cuts on the path after Migdal could now be abandoned.   

 
Again we had to rush to get to the Garden Tomb. We would never have made it if 
it was not for Shabbat Eve in Jerusalem. Traffic was painfully sow out of Bethany, 
though it was interesting to see sheep on the pavement and a bride getting into 
the bridal car. The view of Jerusalem as we drove over the Mount of Olives is as 
spectacular and breath taking today as it was for pilgrims thousands of years 
ago. Margaret Taylor added to the experience my singing “The Holy City”. 

 
There are two places in Jerusalem that fit with the Biblical narrative regarding 
the crucifixion, burial and resurrection of Jesus. One of those is the Garden Tomb. 
The nearby Arab bus depot close to the Damascus Gate was also outside the city 
walls and beside a busy road 2000 years ago. Crucifixions were conducted in 
public places for maximum deterrent value. General Gordon noticed a quarry 
face underneath a Muslim cemetery that had the appearance of a skull. Could this 



be the reason for the place being called Golgotha, the place of the skull? On closer 
inspection he found a nearby grave that once was sealed by rolling stone. This is 
a rare enough phenomena. But was it in a garden? A massive cistern and a wine 
press attest to the use of this area as a garden of a rich man. Further evidence 
shows that the tomb was venerated pilgrims at some stage. A cross with the 
Greek letters of alpha and omega was painted the tomb. On the outside wall is an 
'anchor-cross', one of the symbols commonly used by the early Christians in the 
pre-Constantine era. The anchor, along with the fish, was a very early Christian 
symbol and may indicate a first-century veneration of the Tomb Site. It is to the 
left and just above the height of the doorway. In the middle of the anchor is the 
cross, speaking of our hope, the anchor of our soul, even the Lord Jesus (Hebrews 
6:19).  Rev Bobby Loney led a most meaningful communion service here. He 
shared “A young man came up to me just there. He was from Samatra, Indonesia, 
and he recognised me as his teacher when I was there as a missionary”. God 
honours our obedience. 

 
We then made our way across the city to the Eyal Hotel in the heart of Jewish 
west Jerusalem and convenient to the Old City. Being at the end of Shabbat it 
took a little time to get our rooms ready. The rooms were lovely. Being in party 
land, the nights could sometimes be noisy, and bins being emptied in the early 
hours didn’t help, but you can’t have everything.  
 

Day 4, Holy Land in a Week (free day) 
Nine of our group set off for Masada and the Dead Sea. Here is an account of the 
day by Margaret and Liz.  

 
Trip to Masada and the Dead Sea. 

“As we travelled along roads we had travelled the previous day, I couldn’t help 
being reminded of Moses leading the tribes as these Bedouin nomads we saw as 



we passed had chosen to live their lives without the benefits of the twenty first 
century. As Christians we can learn a lot from their way of life as we would have 
more time to reflect on nature and get close to God without the distractions of TV 
etc. Although at first I was saddened by their way of life I was reminded that 
possessions aren’t everything and indeed Jesus lived a very simple life while here 
on earth. 

 
Our first stop was at the Ahava shop and centre that produces beauty products 
from the Dead Sea. We were shown a short film about the how the products are 
extracted from the Dead Sea and there were some beautiful plants around the 
centre which provided a comfort Magnum and coffee stop. 
 
After purchasing some products, all present and correct we headed to the next 
destination along the Dead Sea to Masada. On the way we witnessed the 
ingenuity of farmers in the area who have been able to make great use of such 
barren land by growing date palms, one of the few crops that can cope with the 
dry conditions water with a reduced salt content.  
 
Several of us would have liked to climb up the snake path to the top instead of 
the cable car but unfortunately time was not on our side. The views from the top 
over the Dead Sea were stunning and the palace that Herod had built for himself 
on the edge of the cliff was incredible. 
The site was first fortified by Hasmonean ruler Alexander Jannaeus in the first 
century BC and the family of Herod found refuge here early in his reign when he 
had to flee from the last Maccabean king Antigonus II who ruled 
with Parthian support. Herod had the backing of the Romans and when they 
gained the upper hand in the region, the rule of Herod the Great was secured. He 
died in Jericho in 4BC and was buried in Herodium to the south of Bethlehem 
near Tekoa.  
 
Masada was the last bastion of Jewish freedom fighters against the Romans. Its 
fall signaled the violent destruction of the Kingdom of Judea at the end of the 
second temple period. The tragic events of the last days of the rebels of Masada 
transformed it into both a Jewish cultural icon and a symbol of humanities 
continuous struggle for freedom of oppression. Masada’s remote location and it’s 
natural defenses were the advantages that transformed it into a fortress during 
the second temple period. (Quoted from the Israel Nature and Parks Authority 
Guide). 
 



As we walked through the ruins our guide gave us a very detailed talk of the 
history. We were impressed by the ingenuity of people being able to design and 
build such an amazing structure is such a remote and beautiful environment 
without any modern day tools although at the expense of hundreds of slaves. We 
were also saddened by the story of the Jewish fighters who killed each other to 
avoid capture by the Romans.  
 
About 1pm we headed to the Dead Sea which has reduced in size over the years 
due to environmental causes and as a result the minerals are now more 
concentrated. After a quick lunch we were transported by tractor trailer to the 
Dead Sea and had a famous group photo before heading into the water. It took 
some people longer than others to get down into the sea but soon we were all 
enjoying the unique experience of floating in the Dead Sea – the trick was getting 
up again because the guide had done a good job in warning us about the “life 
threatening” dangers of swallowing any water or trying to swim. This put paid to 
the temptation that some group members might have had to splash others. 
We also went in search of mud. We had to dig quite deep for it. Not everyone was 
keen but were helped along by some mischievous members who smeared them 
with mud and this encouraged them to partake of it too. Everyone enjoyed the 
experience and our skin was really tingling and soft afterwards. Cappuccinos and 
Magnums were consumed back at the centre before Margaret counted us all onto 
the bus again and we headed back to Jerusalem. 
 
We are very thankful to Angela and Billy Nelson who suggested to us that we 
should do this trip as it was an amazing day and enabled us to get to know our 
group members better. Unfortunately they were unable to come with us on the 
holiday for health reasons”. 

___ . ___ 
 
The rest of us made our way to Christ Church Anglican. The service was in 
English with a smattering of Hebrew. This church has had a significant ministry 
among the Jews since the time of William Wilberforce. The Minister welcomed us 
with these words… “This is an Anglican Church, it is the Lord’s table. All baptised 
believers are invited to partake”. I loved the whole service. He explained that 
Lent is a very ancient tradition actually inherited from the Jewish faith as they 
prepared for Passover.  

 
After lunch in the church restaurant groups went in different directions. I was 
glad to be able to spend time with Ian and Rosie Lappin. After visiting Vic’s 
Armenian ceramics, we looked at Herodian remains of priests houses uncovered 



after the Jewish Quarter was trashed by the Jordanians, and then rebuilt in 1967. 
The Romans in AD70 burnt the original houses and the burn marks are there to 
be seen still on those ancient mosaic floors. Purity was a very important part of 
the Jewish religion at that time and the house had many Mikvahs and also stone 
vessels that were considered ritually pure. This house also helps us visualise the 
trial of Jesus before the Caiaphas. It would be possible for Jesus to see Peter from 
the large room inside out into the courtyard. Luke 2254 “Then seizing him, they 
led him away and took him into the house of the high priest. Peter followed at a 
distance. 55 And when some there had kindled a fire in the middle of the 
courtyard and had sat down together, Peter sat down with them.56 A servant girl 
saw him seated there in the firelight. She looked closely at him and said, “This 
man was with him.” 57 But he denied it. “Woman, I don’t know him,” he said. 58 A 
little later someone else saw him and said, “You also are one of them.” 
“Man, I am not!” Peter replied. 59 About an hour later another asserted, “Certainly 
this fellow was with him, for he is a Galilean.” 60 Peter replied, “Man, I don’t know 
what you’re talking about!” Just as he was speaking, the rooster crowed. 61 The 
Lord turned and looked straight at Peter. Then Peter remembered the word the 
Lord had spoken to him: “Before the cock crows today, you will disown me three 
times.” 62 And he went outside and wept bitterly”. 

 
We then gained access into the Davidson Centre. This covers an area around the 
southern steps up to the Huldah Gate. Many pilgrims approached the temple 
here and some of the original steps have been exposed, as well as many Mikvahs. 
These had to have living (flowing) water and it is possible to see the channels 
that connected one to another. We also saw some of those massive stones 
thrown down by the Romans in AD70 that crushed the pavement below. Some 
are still in situ, including one that was the pinnacle of the temple. It states “The 
place of trumpeting” in Hebrew, meaning that the shofar was blown from here to 



alert the townspeople of worship times. We also saw shops where 
moneychangers operated and sacrifices could be purchased.  
 
We then went out through the Dung Gate and got some bread and Za’atar from 
Norman who has been selling bread here as long as I have been coming to the 
city.  Za’atar is a mix of various herbs and spices including hyssop, thyme, 
sesame, marjoram, oregano and salt. I am still enjoying some that I brought 
home. Dry bread dipped in Za’atar needs nothing else.  
 
We then walked down a steep street through the Arab neighbourhood of Siloam. 
Jewish settler families here make the atmosphere tense at times. At first I 
thought I was on the wrong street, but a kindly local pointed out a free entrance 
beside a mosque. We first descended down steep steps to the Byzantine ruins 
built over the place where Hezekiah’s Tunnel exits. 2 Chron. 32:3 & 4 tells us that 
King Hezekiah “consulted with his officials and military staff about blocking off 
the water from the (Gihon) springs outside the city, and they helped him. 4 They 
gathered a large group of people who blocked all the springs and the stream that 
flowed through the land. “Why should the kings of Assyria come and find plenty 
of water?” they said”. This was crucial in helping Jerusalem survive the Assyrian 
siege of Jerusalem in 701BC. This inscription was found at the point where the 
stone cutters met. ... the tunnel ... and this is the story of the tunnel while ... the axes 
were against each other and while three cubits were left to (cut?) ... the voice of a 
man ... called to his counterpart, (for) there was ZADA in the rock, on the right ... 
and on the day of the tunnel (being finished) the stonecutters struck each man 
towards his counterpart, axe against axe and flowed water from the source to the 
pool for 1,200 cubits. and (100?) cubits was the height over the head of the 
stonecutters ... 
 
Most people believed that this was the Biblical Pool of Siloam until the Herodian 
Pool was discovered in 2004 during excavation work for a sewer. It was here 
that Jesus sent the man born blind to wash the mud off his eyes and receive ritual 
purification through emersion. This is one of the few places that we can be 100% 
sure that this is where it happened.  
 
We weren’t looking forward to the climb back up the hill when a chance 
conversation revealed that we could get a bus back up for 5 shekels each. He left 
us back at the Dung Gate and we made our way to the western wall. I left Ian and 
Rosie there and did something that I have wanted to do for years. That is, explore 
the Temple Tunnels.  
 
This was a worthwhile experience. These vast tunnels were built during the 
Islamic period to aid access to the Al Asqa Mosque and the Dome on the rock. 
Houses were built on top and the cavities were used as cisterns. It was 
remarkable to be walking on streets that were used 2000 years ago. Even more 
remarkable were the size of some of the stones. The largest stone weighs 
approximately 517 tonnes, the equivalent of 100 African elephants or 10 Israeli 
tanks. The stone is 14 metres long, 3 metres high, 3.3 meters wide. It ranks as 
one of the heaviest objects lifted by man without the help of powered machinery. 
I exited through a part of the Struthion Pool also constructed during the reign of 



Herod the Great and made my way back to the hotel through the Via Dolorosa 
glad to be able to refresh my directions before Tuesday.  
 
On the Sunday in Jerusalem Iris and Fergus went to see the Israel Museum/ 
Shrine of the Book and the model of first century Jerusalem. I had long wanted to 
see these and they do not disappoint! I would have them on any other visits to 
Jerusalem. To learn about the Dead Sea scrolls alone and to see the scroll of 
Isaiah etc in themselves are key to learning about the Holy Scriptures. The Israel 
Museum requires time but it repays the time very well indeed. I visited also the 
Bible Lands Museum nearby and it is excellent with artefacts from each key 
Biblical period and so much may be learned here - not to be missed in their view. 
 
John and Mel went on the search for the grave of Oskar Schindler which they 
eventually found in the rundown Catholic cemetery. After reading his story and 
viewing the movie the act of placing a stone on the grave to honour him was very 
emotional. Schindler was given the title "Righteous among the Gentiles" for 

saving so many Jews from the gas chambers. 
There are over 3,000 descendants alive today 
from those who Schindler saved. 
 

Day 5 of The Holy Land in a Week 
(Bethlehem) 

I feel it a duty to share our pilgrim shekels 
with those on the other side of the Separation 
Wall, so I organised that we would spend a 
whole day in the Town of David. Like in 
Nazareth, getting the bus was a problem and 
we had to make our way down through the 
streets of west Jerusalem to a suitable access 
point. This is a small price to pay for the 
privilege of staying in proximity to the Holy 
City. I was confident that we would be back in 
time to freshen up before the Light Show that 
evening. This proved to be a mistake.  

 
The journey through the wall to the Shepherds Fields proved uneventful. No 
passports or holiday visas were asked for. We had a good time with Amer as he 
set the scene. He explained that the Arabic name for the area is “Sheepfolds” and 
that Bethlehem means “house of bread” or “house of meat”. Lambs born here 
would be sacrificed a year later. Could it be that God revealed himself to 
shepherds as a sign that his Son would be the Lamb of God that takes away the 
sin of the world? Could it be that the first Christmas was actually at Passover 
time? We also looked down on fields associated as the fields of Boaz. Eli melek 
means God is my King yet the opposite was the case for him. He seems to have 
been a man of little faith. His children received the negative names “Mahlon” 
which means sickly and “Kilion” which means disappearing. They went to a 
faithless land and when they died Naomi said “call me Mara because the almighty 
has made my life very bitter”. Yet God brought joy out of this sad story. We sang 
“Hark the herald” with joy in our hearts.  



 
I thought that we were in a hurry, but on the way to the bus we were waylaid 
into an olive wood shop. Most were glad of the chance to shop. I was frustrated 
by time wasted. We made our way slowly through congested streets to an 
underground car park and them made our way to the Arab Women’s Union. 
Again far too much time was spent shopping before we saw what we had come to 
see the traditional old Bethlehem home that included a guest room on the top 
floor and a room where animals could be brought in during winter months on 
the ground floor.  

 

 
Our time in the Church of the Nativity was mostly spent queuing. It would be 
hard to imagine what the original house looked like if we hadn’t visited the old 
Bethlehem house first. Amer told us to look out for the crib, something I hadn’t 
noticed before. A star marked where Christ may have been born. This building 
built my St Helena, mother of Emperor Constantine the Great is one of the oldest 
Churches in the world. It escaped destruction by the Persians because of a fresco 
showing the Magi wearing typically Persian clothing. However the Church has 
been desecrated many times and the doorway has been made progressively 
smaller to prevent people riding in on horseback. The door is called the church of 
humility. 
 
We were then guided back to the bus and taken to a restaurant for a typical 
Palestinian dinner of maqluba, which means “upside down”. It is a traditional 
Palestinian dish stewed meat, rice and fried vegetables, cooked and flipped onto 
a serving dish to form an impressive tower. It was very nice, but we didn’t need a 
big feed and the bus journey wasted more valuable time. To add to my 
annoyance I was accosted by one the rudest men I have ever met who was trying 
to sell me tat. I insisted that I didn’t want it and he accused me of not liking the 



Palestinians. I crossly assured him that this was not the case, but the truth was 
that I didn’t like this one!  

 

 
By the time we battled through the traffic to Bethlehem Bible College we were 
embarrassingly late. I managed to get our donations to the college just in time 
before the office closed, £90, $160 and NIS580. It would have been nice to get a 
tour of the college but it was straight into yet another shop. I had expected this 
one and hoped that through it we could further support the college and I had 
wanted our day in Bethlehem to provide financial support to this cash strapped 
area.  

 
John and Melanie had found a very beautiful book of photos of the Holy Land in 
Bangor. The photographs had been taken during the time of the British Mandate 
in 1927. So much has changed since. They gave it to me as a gift but I felt that the 
book belongs in the Holy Land so I decided to gift it to the college. I pray that it 
will be a blessing to students and lecturers alike.  
 
Time was tight and we had asked for a lecture on the Arab-Israeli conflict from 
the point of view of Palestinian Christians. Grace Al-Zoughbi, a native of 
Bethlehem who has an MA in Theology with merit from the London School of 



Theology gave us a brief but fascinating lecture. She began by explaining the 
reality of life behind the wall. We are inclined to say that we have peace walls in 
Belfast too, but there is no comparison. We do not need a permit to pass our 
peace walls. Many receive only two passes a year, and the rest of their lives are 
lived in this congested ghetto. Getting to the airport a little over an hour away 
involves a 12 hour stress filled journey. It seems that the Israeli government 
controls everything. The Christian population is haemorrhaging fast and is now 
less than 1% of the population. There are now 120,000 Christians in Israel and 
40,000 in the West Bank. There is a real danger that the Holy Land will become a 
Disney Land for Christians without a local living indigenous Christian 
community. That would be a tragedy. Christians have traditionally valued 
education and this makes them more able for life in the west. Many young 
families are leaving. Some 60,000 Christians became refugees on the foundation 
of Israel. Palestinians called this Al-Nakba, the catastrophe. She then explained 
the Two Covenants chart of comparison that compares the Old Covenant with 
Israel and the New Covenant that is with all believers. In the Old Covenant God 
promised a land. In the New Covenant he promises the Kingdom of God. In the 
old Covenant God promises a city. In the New Covenant he promises the New 
Jerusalem. In the Old Covenant God made a Temple in their city. In the New 
Covenant God makes his temple in the hearts of his people. In the Old Covenant 
there was a Levitical Priesthood. In the New Covenant Christ is our High Priest. 
In the Old Covenant sacrifices had to be made. In the New Covenant Christ is our 
once and for all sacrifice.  
 
Grace concluded by saying that she doesn’t expect those who haven’t lived in 
Bethlehem to really understand their situation. I certainly can’t say that I do. And 
yet she loves her place and her people. “This is why I am here. This is why I have 
not left. A shared land is not an option, it is the only option”. The college 
currently has 120 students.  
 
I really didn’t want to leave Bethlehem without showing the group the cave 
houses found under the Lutheran Christmas Church. It involved battling our way 
back through the city and walking through narrow streets. But we made it! 
Nowhere illustrates better the Christmas scene described by Luke. 4 So Joseph 
also went up from the town of Nazareth in Galilee to Judea, to Bethlehem the 
town of David, because he belonged to the house and line of David. 5 He went 
there to register with Mary, who was pledged to be married to him and was 

expecting a child. 6 While they 
were there, the time came for the 
baby to be born, 7 and she gave 
birth to her firstborn, a son. She 
wrapped him in cloths and placed 
him in a manger, because there 
was no guest room available for 
them”. Joseph had relatives in 
Bethlehem. He called at one of 
their homes with his heavily 
pregnant fiancé. They greeted 
him, but such was the pressure 



for accommodation because of the census there was no room in the kataluma or 
guest room. This same word is translated upper room in Luke 22:12. But being 
spring time (if Amer is correct) the room where the cattle were housed in the 
back was empty and clean. The holy family was invited to use it and when the 
time came and the baby was born, the natural cot for the new born was the 
trough carved into the side of the cave. We sang “O little town of Bethlehem”.  

 
Back to the bus. The pressure was now on to get to the Light Show in the Citidal 
of David. After a quick dash back to the hotel and road works on the way, I was 
for giving up, but I am an optimist by nature. I went as quickly as I could only to 
find that my voucher had to be exchanged for a ticket. The attendant was 
reluctant. We were too late, but she relented. The entrance was around the other 
side. I gave the ticket to Fergus and directed the group. Again there was obvious 
reluctance to let us in. We took our seats. Immediately the show started. We had 
an enthralling show that took us through 3000 years of history in an amazing 
place where once the wise men were ushered into Herod the Great’s throne 
room, and where 33 years later Jesus would be brought before his son Herod 
Antipas.  
 

Day 6, The Holy Land in a Week (a devotional walk) 
The Cenacle (and the tomb of David). This marks the place of the last supper. 
First century Christians continued to meet here turning the house into a 
synagogue. Among the architectural details of the Crusader period is a slender 
marble column supporting a stone canopy in the south-west corner. Carved into 
the capital at the top of the column are two young pelicans feeding on the blood 
their mother has drawn from her breast — symbolising Christ giving his blood 
for the salvation of humankind.  

 



Fergus also felt that the tomb of David is a must see I think for what is means and 
has meant for our Jewish brothers and sisters. Melanie and John: “We went back 
to visit King David’s Tomb...we found it incredibly moving..the second time I was 
the only female there..I pulled up a chair, and sat with my hands on the Tomb..I 
felt overwhelmed at the thought of this man of God..a murderer, an adulterer, a 
shepherd, one who loved God...his psalms have always comforted me, and I wept 
as I realised David’s sins were forgiven ...and mine are too.. that Gods grace is 
truly “outrageous”... it was a very special moment for me. 

 
We then walked past the Cardo also uncovered under the Jewish Quarter. We 
paused at the model of the menorah over looking the Temple Mount. This has 
been placed here by the Jewish Institute who dream of rebuilding the temple and 
reintroducing the sacrifices.  

 
We walked towards the Dung Gate (also called the water gate) and thought of 
how Ezra the priest and Nehemiah the Governor had read the Torah to the 
returned exiles here.  

 
As we passed through the Kidron Valley we thought of the dark shadows cast by 
the tomb of Absalom and the tomb of Zechariah when Jesus had passed that way 



on the way to and from Gethsemane. We paused to worship and Ruth led us on 
the flute.

 
Gethsemane. Arriving late, we spent some time in this very special place where 
Jesus prayed and was arrested. The Church of All Nations (1924) marks the place 
where Jesus prayed. An atmosphere of sorrowful reverence pervades. 
Architect Antonio Barluzzi evoked the night-time of the Agony by leaving the 
interior in semi-darkness, relieved only by subdued natural light filtered through 
violet-blue alabaster windows. The sombre blue of a star-studded night sky is 
recreated in the ceiling domes, the stars being surrounded by olive 
branches reminiscent of the Gethsemane garden. In front of the high altar is a flat 
outcrop of rock, which a long Christian tradition identifies as the Rock of Agony 
where Jesus prayed. There is a large mosaic in each of the three apses. From left 
to right, they represent The Kiss of Judas, Christ in Agony being Consoled by an 
Angel, and The Arrest of Jesus. 

 
The Gethsemane Grotto is on the other side of the path up the Mount of Olives. It 
was an ancient Olive Press and marks the spot where the disciples were asked to 
pray. It was here that Judas betrayed Jesus with a kiss. The Tomb of the Virgin is 



down a flight of stairs across the courtyard that leads deep underground to the 
tomb of Mary. Crusaders also buried their queens here. Luke 22:39-53, John 
18:1-11 

 
A few walked up the Mount of Olives to see the Russian Church of St Mary 
Magdalene (with the golden onion domes), built by Tsar Alexander in 1886 and 
on to Dominus Flevit, the tear drop Church where Jesus wept over Jerusalem on 
Palm Sunday (Luke 19:41-44).  
 
We walked back across the Kidron Valley past the tombs and got some bread and 
Za’atar from Norman.  
 
St Peter’s in Gallicantu. This may be the House of the High Priest. The Church 
and grounds contain a very interesting rock cut cistern that was used as a prison. 
Steps led from the top of the hill to Siloam. We ate our lunch in this beautiful 
place. (Mark 14:53-72, John 18:12-27, Psalm 88) 

 

 
Leaving St Peter’s in Gallicantu we walked around the Temple Mount to the Lion 
Gate (also known as St Stephen’s Gate) and met those who opted out of St Peter’s 



in Gallicantu. We passed the Golden Gate (also known as the Sushan Gate) the 
gate through which the pilgrims returned from Babylon. Presently blocked there 
are strong and ancient traditions that the Gate will be opened to welcome the 
return of Christ who ascended from the Mount of Olives. We recalled how two 
men dressed in white said to the disciples “Why do you stand here looking into 
the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken into Heaven, will come back in the 
same way you have seen him go into Heaven”. (Acts 1:11). The tradition of the 
final judgement taking place on the Mount of Olives stems from a prophesy in the 
Book of Joel. “I will gather all nations and bring them down to the Valley of 
Jehoshaphat (the old name for the Kidron Valley). There I shall enter into 
judgement against them concerning my inheritance” (Joel 3:1 & 2). Jews, 
Muslims and Christians have all sought a prime location for the last judgement 
by being buried on either side of this valley. A modest grave on the Mount of 
Olives can be bought for £15,000. It was the gate used in the ceremony of the Red 
Heifer (Numbers 19:1-10). It was the gate through which the exiles returned 
from Babylon (Ezra 2:68). Acts 3:1-10. It was probably the Gate Beautiful (Acts 
3:1-10). 

 
St Anne’s Crusader Church (1140AD) and the Pool of Bethesda. While this 
was out of sync with our purpose it was too significant a place to walk past. This 
survivor of Crusader rule is dedicated to St. Anne and tradition marks this as the 
spot where Joachim and Anne, parents of Mary, had their home (a more likely 
tradition says that their home was in Sepphoris adjacent to Nazareth). We sang 
“Be still”. The acoustics are extraordinary. Margaret then sang the Lord’s Prayer 
to great appreciation.  Jesus visited the near by pools (John 5:1-15). It happened 
here! 

 
Ecce Homo (behold the man). We paused for prayer at Gabbatha, the pavement 
where Pilate tried Jesus at the Antonia Fortress. This fortress overlooked the 
Temple Plaza and it was from here that Roman Soldiers ran to rescue Paul. (Matt. 
27:11-31, John 18:28-19:16, Acts 21:27-22-29).  
 
 



Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Our final stop was to follow the Via Delarosa to 
the Church of the other place where tradition says was Calvary and the place of 
resurrection. Sadly (or mercifully) it was closed due to a protest. The background 
to closure involved a bill that threatens the ownership rights of Churches. Jerome 
Murphy O’Connor says of this church that “One expects the central shrine of 
Christianity to stand out in to stand out in majestic isolation, but anonymous 
buildings cling to it like barnacles.  One looks for numinous light, but it is dark 
and cramped.  One hopes for peace, but the ear is assailed by a cacophony of 
warring chants.  One desires holiness, only to encounter a jealous 
possessiveness: the six groups of occupants - Latin Catholics, Greek orthodox, 
Armenians, Syrians, Copts, Ethiopians - watch one another suspiciously for any 
infringement of rights.  The frailty of humanity is nowhere more apparent than 
here’. We were saved this sad spectacle.  

 
Melanie wrote: “On our last day in Jerusalem when my sore knee prevented us 
from walking ...we got a taxi to the American Colony Hotel. This was very special 
to us both, as 5 years ago we had “ sneaked out” to have a wee natter there on 
our own.. little did we know 5 years later we would return as husband and wife!  
But what is so poignant is the story behind the hotel, and the well known hymn 
“It is well with my soul”.. for the author of it was Horatio Spafford ...who wrote 
the words after hearing the tragic news that after the ship sank carrying his wife 
and 4 children, only his wife survived...the original handwritten copy is framed in 
the lobby of the hotel...very precious”. 

 



 
For me there was a great sense of completion as I walked back towards the Jaffa 
Gate. Now there was little to do but pack and get to the airport. News of snow at 
home did make us a little nervous and queuing for boarding passes in the Aer 
Lingus line was an education. They were totally understaffed but the assistant 
worked really hard. As it happened the delayed flight meant that there wasn’t 
such a panic. Security passes and luggage labels should be kept carefully together 
and couples passports should be presented together as often luggage labels are 
on just one of them. Ryan sensibly kept his place in the queue and Jack was a 
rock. While we were glad to get home, for Elsie and Grace it would take three 
more days to get to Killarney such was the snow in Dublin and further south.   

 


