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It's a humbling privilege to walk in the land where Jesus walked, to hike in the mountains where God's people met God, to stroll by the lakeside where our Savior taught, and preached and did miracles.  The land of Israel, the land of Palestine is so loaded with history and theology that it's mind boggling.  As I said earlier, I'm just back home from my first trip to the Holy Land.  There, in Israel, you can stroll beside the Sea of Galilee in places that Jesus surely knew well...Capernaum, Magdala, and Caesarea.  In one morning, you can visit the mountain (a large hill really) where Jesus may have preached the Sermon on the Mount, you can walk to the seashore and remember Jesus' appearance to the disciples, telling them to cast their nets on the other side.  
You can visit a Shrine Church that has been built on top of what many believe to be the spot where Jesus multiplied loaves and fishes to feed 5000.  You can see in Sepphoris how a small outdoor theater was built for the entertainment of the Romans, and learn how carpenters like Joseph and maybe Jesus worked with stone as well as wood to help build the 2000 year old theater just down the valley from their home.  You can walk through Nazareth, today a busy city, and remember how the angel Gabriel visited young Mary and told her what was to be.  Whether the angel visited at Mary's house, the small cave in the hills of the city, or at the city water well, both have been preserved and enshrined to help us remember this element of our faith.  You can visit the traditional site where Jesus healed a man with demons and cast them into pigs which ran into the sea.  The Bible comes alive there, if you let it.  It came alive for me.

I've been to all those places, and that was just in the first week of my adventure.  Let me tell you how this all came about.

In Georgia, there's a businessman named Tom Cousins, who got very wealthy in construction and real estate in Atlanta.  Mr. Cousins is a faithful Christian, a Presbyterian, and enjoyed several visits to the Holy Land.  He felt it helped him get in touch with his faith.  With his wealth, he set up a family foundation, and one of his dreams was to find a way to encourage and renew churches.  His idea was to host middle-aged pastors (seasoned parsons) for a free trip to the Holy Land for renewal and refreshment.  Since I'm almost middle-aged, I was allowed to go.  Tom's idea is that renewed pastors help renew churches.  And so he offered to any seminary in the nation to apply for funds to take 20 experienced pastors each year to the Land of the Bible.  This year, there are 14 seminaries who are taking him up on his offer.  That's 280 pastors and 280 churches that have the opportunity for renewal because of the vision and the generosity of one man.

I heard about this opportunity from my good friend Ken, a United Methodist pastor from Louisiana, who went two years ago. At first I thought, “OK what's the catch?”  But there's no catch!   It's all-expenses-paid, except for a small amount the church pays from our continuing education budget. The church paid $300, the foundation paid the other $5000 or $6000.  Oh, wait a minute, there was one catch.  We were not to bring laptops or cell phones, we were not to try to work long distance, and we were expected to study and participate and give constructive feedback.  That's it.  
We were told that we were guests and that we were to work on relaxing and being refreshed.  Our visits to sites would be in the mornings and our afternoons were for reading, writing, napping, hiking or whatever would help us to let go of the burdens that pastors tend to carry.  Our evenings were spent in dinner together, then worship and reflection.  There was little asked of us, and everything provided for us.  Every detail of our stay had been carefully arranged and we had nothing to plan, work on, organize, or worry over.  It's not easy for us pastors, despite the fact that some of you think we only work one day a week. It took us a few days to fully relax...we seasoned parsons are used to being responsible and used to being in charge.  We really had to let go.

There were 19 of us traveling together, pastors of several different denominations: Methodist, UCC, Baptist, Episcopalian and Orthodox.  We ranged in age from 38 to 54.  We came from the West Coast, the Midwest, the Deep South, and the Atlantic states.  We were black and white. We were male and female.  We were led by an arrangements coordinator who handled all the details of travel for us, and a spiritual director who led our worship, both of whom are teachers at my seminary at Emory University in Atlanta.  Our group bonded fairly well.  We had some interesting conversations.  We didn't talk much about our churches, but we just experienced the unfolding of the scriptures together and marveled at our blessings.  We celebrated our calling.  We shared wine, shopped for gifts, we took communion, and we had conversations with people of different faiths.

For our second week, we were headquartered in Jerusalem.  We were staying in a Catholic conference center, having learned that not only was the Pope going to be in Jerusalem while we were there, but that he would be speaking at our conference center.  Security was unbelievably tight—secret service agents everywhere in our hotel, and 80,000 police officers were mobilized for the Pope’s visit.  We were warned that we would not be allowed to even glimpse the Pope, and that if we went off sightseeing on that day we wouldn't be able to return to Jerusalem. The entire city was being shut down with concern for terrorists who might try to harm or attack the Pope.  So the Cousins Foundation decided that we would do our normal sightseeing that morning, then they put us up at a 5 star luxury resort in Jericho. (I highly recommend the Intercontinental next time you're in Jericho.)
We visited Qumran where a young Bedouin shepherd boy found some ancient scrolls—the Dead Sea Scrolls—inside a cave. Those scrolls have become a treasure trove of information about Biblical history.

We toured the ruins of Capernaum where Jesus visited Peter's house and healed his mother-in-law, and we stood in the synagogue site where Jesus first preached.  The ancient city of Capernaum is partially found and excavated.  Years and centuries and intruding armies and wars and earthquakes tend to cover the ancient with destruction and debris, and so to see what may have been the Apostle Peter's house, archeologists have to dig and piece together and study in layers what remains without disturbing it too much.

We visited the Garden of Gethsemane, and I prayed with my hand on the rock that might just be the place where Jesus prayed in agony in that Garden before his trial.  The olive trees there are over 2000 years old, and were likely silent witnesses of Jesus' suffering.  I went into the pit under the traditional site of Caiaphas' house, which is where Jesus was placed on trial and thrown into the jail—into the pit—to await his sentence from Pontius Pilate.  We had worship in that pit.  I walked the seashore of the Mediterranean where Pilate spent his summers near the Hippodrome, the Roman racetrack.  
In Bethlehem, I touched the traditional spot where Jesus was born, now with an Orthodox church built on top of the lowly cave.   Bethlehem is in the occupied area of the West Bank.  To get to the birthplace of Jesus you have to cross through a military checkpoint beyond a wall and lots of barbed wire.  We had armed Israeli soldiers board our bus and demand our passports, checking the bus luggage compartment for bombs.  They were rude to our bus driver and our guide who are Palestinian Christians.   We saw a man at the checkpoint blindfolded and handcuffed and being led away, and we didn’t know why.  I’m told the military can do that without any justification.

People who live in the occupied areas have a difficult time crossing borders.  They have a difficult time making a living.   Their homes can be taken from them at any time.  I met a group of Palestinian women who teach the art of embroidery to help other women sell their goods for family income; I learned about their lives and their trials, and I purchased a handmade stole--this flower cross stole--that they made for me.  Theirs is an untold story of hardship and suffering that you don't hear much about on the evening news.
I visited two spots that are debated to be the place of Jesus' burial...one, the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, the other, the Garden Tomb.  When I visited the Garden Tomb, I was swept away by its proximity to a hill that looks like a skull (Golgotha, it's called in the Bible).  And I choked up on entering the tomb where the stone has been rolled away.  I have pictures of that place to show you.  I have 1500 pictures, and I expect you to look at all of them.  Some will be posted on my blog, and I want to share more fully my pictures and experiences with you sometime soon.
We ate well.  In Galilee, near the Sea, we ate lots of fish.  No surprise there, but every day there was fish for breakfast, lunch and dinner.  There were many more options too, and I experienced shrimp and octopus salad, roasted lamb, lots of fresh vegetables, pita bread, roasted chicken, goat cheese,  figs and dates, (I guess you know where my heart is) grilled eggplant, and lots of chickpeas.  I love hummus (it's made with ground chickpeas), but I don't need to eat any for a while.

We floated in the Dead Sea, where the salt content is 33% and no marine life can live. 
In Jerusalem, we walked the Stations of the Cross, stopping at each point where some event took place on Jesus’ journey from trial to crucifixion and resurrection.    We sang a hymn in the Upper Room.
We visited the Wailing Wall on the Sabbath.  The Wailing Wall is the retaining wall near where the Jewish Temple once was located.  Many years ago, the sacred Temple was destroyed by the Romans.  Eventually the Muslims took over and built a mosque there, for in that spot on the Temple Mount was the holy rock where Abraham was prepared to sacrifice his son, Isaac.  It's sacred to Christians and Jews for that reason.  But it's sacred to Muslims too, who acknowledge Abraham as their ancestor too, and it's the spot where the prophet Muhammad was lifted to heaven.  The Muslims honor the place with a beautiful mosque with a glittering gold dome there; it's called the Dome of the Rock.  So in that place, the Jews have no Temple, only a retaining wall of the old temple is left.  And so they gather on the Sabbath and everyday to pray and weep and mourn the loss of their sacred temple.  The area closest to where the Holy of Holies was, they call the Wailing Wall.  I prayed there for you, in the Jewish tradition of writing prayers on a piece of paper and tucking them into the cracks of the wall. You were remembered in prayer last Saturday.

I share all this with you today, because I'm grateful for your love and support, and I have no doubt this experience will inform my preaching and teaching for many years to come. If nothing else, I have learned from this experience, that though my brothers and sisters may have a different expression of faith, we are one.  God is all.  I pray for peace in the Middle East more fervently, and I hope you’ll join me in that.

I'm ever more grateful that we serve a God of love and peace, whose will is ever directed to our good.  I saw that more clearly on my journey.  I saw the pages of the Bible change from paper and ink to sacred scripture right before my eyes.  I walked where Jesus walked, and I want to share every bit of that journey with you.  For I know more fully that the Jesus we encounter in the Bible was a man of deep faith and great love, the Son of God, and one who calls us friends; who bids us to love one another in ways we've only begun to live out.

Thanks be to God.  Amen.

