Parish Pilgrimage
to the Holy Land
2018!

Watch this space...
Our pilgrimage leader will be Preb. Alastair Wheeler. Following his recent
excellent talk at St. David’s about his previous tours of the Holy Land, he
has kindly put together a few photographs and notes here to keep us
anticipatory and hungry for pilgrimage!
Please pray for all Christians, Muslim & Jews living in the Holy Land.
Rev. Christopher Durrant
Nov 2016
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Church of the Nativity Bethlehem

- as most people never see it! This amazing church marks the spot where the
Emperor Constantine’s mother Saint Helena (who really was no saint!) consulted
local Christians and declared that Jesus was born here. Well in a cave used for
storage and keeping animals in behind the family home, now located under the
Greek Orthodox altar at the far end. Usually there are hundreds of people queuing in
one of the oldest Christian churches, built in a Byzantine style, with roof timbers
mended with English oak from Crusader ships. On the top of the hill in the heart of
Bethlehem.
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Was Jesus really born here?

A shiny star surrounds a small hole in a 19th Century marble slab in a basement
under the altar of a 6th Century Byzantine church in Bethlehem. In the 4 th Century AD
the first Christian Roman Emperor Constantine sent his mother – by then well into
her 70’s! – on the sea voyage to the Holy Land. Here in the place of Jesus birth she
visited these site where Christians had worshipped – sometimes in secret – since the
start of the Christian church. They showed her the site where Jesus was born – a
cave or shelter carved out of the limestone which had been the store room and
shelter for the animals behind a 1st Century Jewish home. And since the 4th Century
a church has stood over the site where, according to tradition, Jesus was born to
Mary.
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The angel Gabriel appeared to Mary …

Here at the heart of Nazareth, like many places in the Holy Land, you need to use
your imagination to peel back layers of history. Under a vast 1960’s concrete church,
surrounded by stone columns from a 6th century Byzantine church, with Crusader
11th century stonework, is the remains of a small limestone cave. For it is here that,
in the 4th Century, local Christians showed the Emperor Constantine’s mother was
the site of the family home of Mary. Here where she, as a 12 or 13 year girl,
betrothed but not yet married, had a vision of Gabriel great messenger of God, with
the news that she was to bear a son who would be the longed for Messiah.

5

Nazareth today

Seen from the grounds of the Church of England school on the hill above the
traditional town of Nazareth is the overcrowded modern town, home to over 40,000
Palestinians. Established in 1947 as somewhere the British Army moved Christian
Palestinians at the foundation of the Jewish state, Nazareth is now a majority
Moslem community, yet at it’s heart the grey spire on the modern church marks the
site, sacred to Christian and Moslem alike, where Gabriel announced to Mary that
she was to be the mother of Jesus.

6

The living waters of the well at Nazareth

A trickle of water at the bottom of a stone well site marks the site of the one spring of
water that supplied Nazareth. Here, or very near here, Jesus as a boy would have
come each day – or even twice a day – with Mary to draw water, spring water, living
water, for her to make the daily bread and the evening meal. Today surrounded by a
busy and overcrowded modern town, it is still possible to feel here that you really are
at a place where Jesus once was also.
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And they were in a boat …

This was a fine and warm sunny day to rock gently on the Sea of Galilee, looking
back towards Capernaum, where Peter and the fishermen came from, Magdala a bit
further away the home of Mary Magdalene. One of the highlights for most who go on
Pilgrimage to walk in the steps of Jesus is to spend some time in modern wooden
boat on the waters of the Sea of Galilee where the fishermen earned their living, and
where a tired and weary Jesus slept in the stern as a storm blew up. No storms this
day though!
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Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives

In the shade of a tree on the steep descent of the Mount of Olives there is the
chance to pause outside the modern church remembering how Jesus sat with the
disciples and wept over the city that he looked at, days before his arrest in the olive
trees below, his death and resurrection. Across the valley of the stream Kidron, filled
with history and Biblical references, stand the walls of the Temple site of Herod.
Walls which still include vast 130 ton stones of the 1st Century, built and rebuilt by
successive earthly kingdoms that have come and gone. The gold Dome of the Rock
over the rock that is the third most holy site for Moslems, near the unknown location
of the altar of the temple, the Holy of Holy’s for Jews. Behind the gold dome, the grey
dome of the church of Holy Sepulchre marking the cross and the empty tomb for
Christians. The city that has been so special for four thousand years – a city where
the tensions, hopes and fears of countless millions find a focus still today. Once
experienced never forgotten!

Preb. Alastair Wheeler
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