
 

 

 

 

 

Pilgrimage Memories – (continued) 

Another memory, getting up at 4am to walk down to the shore of the sea of Galilee in 

absolute darkness to watch the Sun rise over the hills. The quiet that shifts as the wind 

picks up, the birds begin to soar. Gazing across these waters that Jesus and his 

earliest followers crossed so many times, the “other sides” where Jewish and Gentiles 

lived and worked, looking at the still small villages nestled between the hills, each 

home to a host of well-known story from Scripture, now vibrantly alive in front of me 

and intersecting in new ways.  A photo I took that morning now serves as the 

background of my business cards, creating an opportunity to share the stories I 

experienced so vividly.  

One afternoon we had a chance to visit a tourist site along the Jordan where 

thousands are baptized each year. While it was far north of the wilderness site John 

the Baptist would have used, it was the Jordan. Many of our group, myself included, 

took a bottle of water to use in baptisms back home. I remember that evening sitting 

with our guide on the shore of Galilee when a couple of peers lamented they had not 

done so. Just as I was about to offer to share mine, our guide smiled and laughed and 

pointed out that we were on the shore… of a lake… fed entirely by the Jordan. “It’s the 

same water!” he exclaimed – and it was! God’s presence was palpable to me in that 

moment, and I now use that water and share that story in helping confirmands and 

others begin to enter more deeply into the mystery of the Trinity. H20 is always the 

same, regardless of how it is presented. We all have the same source and opportunity 

to tap into the living water Christ offers. 

 

I tremendously enjoyed and was moved by visits to the churches, holy sites and 

markets of Jerusalem and cherished my time both with the group and on our free time 

in those places. On Sunday morning I got up early and walked through nearly empty 

streets in the old city to attend the 7am Orthodox service at the Church of the Holy 

Sepulcher. When I arrived there were actually two different groups – one at a shrine, 

one in the main Orthodox sanctuary – singing and chanting in different languages… it 

was beautiful! (“It’s all the same water,” I thought to myself.) Soon the markets were 

bustling again. One of my strongest memories was late that afternoon. I had been 

exploring the old city walls but had misunderstood when they closed – I exited the 

ramparts down steep stairs into to a lovely neighborhood food market and got my 

bearings, realizing I was deep in the Islamic quarter and well off the beaten tourist 

paths. Trying not to seem too out of place or use my map app – although I’m sure I 

was obvious, I began walking back towards the main markets. This took me through 

alleyways that were, essentially, the local population’s “backyards” and I was growing 

increasingly uncomfortable as I realized how uncomfortable my presence might make 

the residents. For a brief time I wasn’t entirely sure I was going the right way as the 

light and shadows shifted and my anxiety rose. I passed a couple doorways where 

older men sat, smoking pipes. They were not hostile but I imagined their stares at my 

back… just as this all began to rise to a crescendo, I turned a corner to see two young 

boys playing with a soccer ball. I also realized that beyond them was a view I 

recognized, I was sure I was back on the right path but didn’t want to disrupt them. I 

called ahead “Salaam! Football!” – Peace and “soccer” – or football as it is known 

around the world. To my surprise, one of the youth smiled and kicked the ball down 

the alley to me. To my delight, my old playing reflexes kicked in and I managed to trap 

the ball well and return the ball to his friend. He smiled and repeated the gesture and I 

wound up spending about 10 joyful minutes passing the ball back and forth under the 

smiling eyes of a man I took to be the boys’ grandfather. All of us exchanged further 

greetings of salaam /peace and I continued on, laughing at myself for my anxieties 

and cherishing a brief moment of shared humanity despite language barriers. 

From Jesus’ time to our own, the Holy Land has been a place of diversity and, sadly, 

division. The valleys that that wave after wave of empire builders’ armies had crossed 

and the places Jesus walked continue to speak to us today. I believe we can chose to 

live with the humility and generosity Jesus exemplified, we can share the abundance 

of creation and community. My time in the Holy Land greatly deepened my 

appreciation of the Scriptures. Soon after the trip, I spoke at a gathering in Topeka, KS 

and told the Knight’s gathered there that they had complicated my worship planning! I 

now have to prepare to read scripture more thoroughly as nearly every passage 

evokes a memory and causes laughter or tears to surface – and so I can no longer 

just stroll in and do a reading. I have to work through those memories – and I wouldn’t 

trade it. The experience broadened my circle of friends from many denominations, 

deepened my appreciation of my call and ministry and reinforced my experience of 

God’s presence in each place I walk. Thank you. 
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