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My Faithful prayer partner/s in the Faith and in the defence of the Gospel (Phil. 1:5, 7)

This is a special edition of Berita Bethel devoted fully to The Holy Land Pilgrimage Tour that my wife and I, together with 34 others from various assemblies in Penang, Selangor and Sarawak and some friends, went on. On 31st May we entered Cairo via Abu Dhabi by Etihad Airlines, then travelled through the Holy Land and exited from Amman, Jordan to arrive home on 11th June.

It was our second “pilgrimage” to the Holy Land. The first was made eight years ago in 2008. It was supposed to be a special pilgrimage organized only for pastors but none responded. It was then opened to all. Consequently, both my wife and I were the only two from the assemblies among a whole group of charismatics. As a result, our “pilgrimage” was punctuated with the cries, wails and prayers of the so-called “pilgrims” as they kept pace with the stops of the Saviour according to the events He suffered at each spot, as He trod His way to the cross especially by way of the Val Dolorosa. However, as both my wife and I refrained ourselves from such sentiments, we stood aside and learned much from the local Hebrew Masters student-guide. He was well-versed in Old Testament History and we had a profitable time exchanging notes on the background of the sites we visited during the interim stops.

Since that first visit to Israel (with permission from the Malaysian Immigration) I had longed to join a mission led by a good Bible teacher who would open up the Bible narratives and make them come alive as we visit the sites. I missed this in our first “pilgrimage”.

Hence, when I heard that a pastor who had led groups to the Holy Land a number of times before, was organizing one in June, I quickly opted for it and “recruited” others from the Penang assemblies too. He was recommended by an elder in one assembly from Kuala Lumpur. He too had good reports of “pilgrimages” led by this pastor.

Thus, 18 of us from Penang made up the 36 that set out on this journey. To my surprise, this pastor did not go but sent his wife, daughter and another representative instead to lead the group. And that was the commencement of my disappointment of this tour to the Holy Land!

Now for the “Pilgrimage” itself. In the course of the tour, I had opportunity at the observance of the Lord’s Supper at the Garden Tomb to share with the team members. I reminded us that while we thought we were on a Pilgrimage and were visiting “holy” Places, we should seek to remember the Person behind all these more than anything else, even as we had this great Privilege to remember the Lord in this Garden Tomb. 

With this, I shall also review our trip to the Holy Land by focusing on the “Pilgrimage”, the Places we visited and the Person.

A. The Pilgrimage.

A Pilgrimage is defined as a journey to a sacred place. 
The Holman Bible Dictionary has this write-up:

[The Pilgrimage] A journey, especially a religious trek to a site at which God has revealed Himself in the past. KJV used pilgrimage in the nontechnical sense of journeys (Ex. 6:4). KJV, NAS, RSV used pilgrimage in a figurative sense for life journey (Gen. 47:9 KJV, only; Ps. 119:54). The only explicit mention of religious pilgrimage occurs in the NIV of Psalm 84:5.
[The Places] In Israel’s early history, numerous local shrines were the goals of religious pilgrimage: Bethel (Gen. 28:10-22; 31:13; 35:9-15; Amos 4:4; 5:5); Gilgal (Josh. 4:19-24; Hos. 4:15; Amos 4:4; 5:5); Shiloh (Judg. 20:26-27; 1 Sam. 1:3,19); Beersheba (Amos 5:5; 8:14); Gibeon (1 Kings 3:3-5); even Horeb (1 Kings 19:8). Jerusalem was not the goal of religious pilgrims until David relocated the ark there (2 Sam. 6:12-19). Hezekiah’s and Josiah’s reforms attempted to destroy the pagan sites of pilgrimage and idol worship (2 Kings 18:4; 23:8) and make Jerusalem the exclusive focus of pilgrimage. Mosaic law required adult male Israelites to appear before the Lord (where the ark of the covenant rested) three times a year (Ex. 23:14-17; 34:18-23; Deut. 16:16). Crowds of pilgrims (Pss. 42:4; 55:14; Luke 2:44) sang on the way to Jerusalem (Isa. 30:29). The Psalms of Ascent (Pss. 24; 84; 118; 120-134) were likely sung as pilgrims climbed the ascent to the Temple mount in Jerusalem. 
[The Person] The prophets condemned the celebration of religious pilgrimages and feasts when not accompanied by genuine devotion to the Lord expressed in righteous lives (Isa. 1:12-13; Amos 4:4-5; 5:5-6, 21-24).

The New Testament witnessed the continuing popularity of pilgrimage to Jerusalem (Matt. 21:8-11; Luke 2:41; John 2:13; 5:1; 7:2,10; 12:12,20; Acts 2:5-10; 20:16).

For me, as a “pilgrim”, I had the expectation to see the sacred places and events mentioned in the Bible come alive, with me being transported to the time of the narrative and seeing in my mind’s eyes the event opening up as if I was there. I would expect the guide to open up the relevant passage of the Bible, read it and give me further and deeper insight into the text by relating it to what I see around me, and to provide the historical background to bring the scene before me to come alive. But that was not to be! The local guides were good academically. In Egypt and Israel, he was an archeologist. In Jordan, he was a History graduate. Both were Christians from the formal churches, but sorry to say, lacked the biblical spiritual insight and conviction to open up the scriptures. They were more versed in the traditions handed down. Also, unfortunately our tour leader from Malaysia was more of a shopper than a leader! (In fact, in the tour often she was the cause in delaying our departures as we waited for her and her daughter to return from their shopping!)

So, did I have a sense of a “pilgrimage” unto the Lord? Each of us was given a travelling bag by the agency with the words “Holy Land Pilgrimage” written on it. It turned out to be more of an exhausting Holiday Picnic: visiting numerous church buildings accompanied by shopping sprees, eating fairly good food with 3- to 4-star accommodation!

The spirit of a sacred pilgrimage was lost in the shopping glee to purchase souvenirs and icons (not foreign to idols) and much time was wasted that could easily be more profitably spent in referring to the relevant scriptures and giving spiritual insights into the events that happened in those places. Instead, we were rushed away from these places with the excuse “No time” to spend plenty of time at the souvenir shops! Is this the spirit of pilgrimage?

B. The Places.

Yes, we visited the so-called sacred places and biblical sites.  But were they authentic? For a few, layers after layers of foundations of buildings had been laid over the claimed original sites, that one cannot even be sure if they were authentic. Even the place where Jesus was buried was controversial. Was it at The Church of the Holy Sepulchre or at The Garden Tomb? Too many traditional legends had been woven into the so-called histories of these places, I wonder at the authenticity and authority of each claim.

What could have been shared by a Bible-based tour guide in visiting these biblical places?

For instance, when we were Egypt, we could have been told of the Egyptian deities that Pharaoh was so proud of which God destroyed one by one with the 10 plagues inflicted on the land. Each plague was a challenge to Pharaoh’s god and their defeat was a demonstration of God’s Power.
The flight of infant Jesus with His parents into Egypt could be better detailed than what was presented as it was claimed to be the anniversary day of the flight when we visited the church building that celebrated it. I cannot vouch for the date’s authenticity though!

At the Nile River, we could have been given a more insightful glimpse of how Moses was so miraculously saved from an “ark” made from the bark of a papyrus reed and the significance of the role of  Pharaoh’s daughter in saving him against all odds. I would like to know these odds then. It would be a great testimony to God’s preserving His “man” to be the leader to lead His people out from slavery in Egypt. It was time better spent than watching a dancer swirling her bare belly!

At the Pyramids, we could have an insight into the hard labour the Israelites were put through, which would not be any different from the hardship and torturous task the slaves of Egypt were put to build those huge pyramids that are able to stand the forages of time, wind and sand.

When we crossed the Suez or Aqaba or the Red Sea could not then we read the account from Exodus and even go on to read the first song ever sung by the redeemed slaves of Israel in Exo. 15 and seek to enter into the spirit of their joy? Yes, we could trace this event of crossing “the Red Sea” when we were in the bus. And perhaps we could go back to our Sunday School days to sing reminiscently, “How did Moses cross the Red Sea?” Thanks to bro. Chan Fook Lin for the sessions of bright singing in the bus throughout the journey.

Our attention could then be drawn to the wide expanse of desert sand as we passed it on our way to the Holy Land. We would then be able to understand why the Israelites murmured and rebelled against Moses for bringing them out of Egypt. For us, walking one hour under the hot sun with sun-block to protect our skin was already too “hot” for us. What about them for 40 years!

At Elim and Rephidim, Moses was told to strike the rock once at the former place, and to speak to the rock at the second spot, and water would gush out. Why did God punish him for disobedience just for striking the rock twice instead of speaking to it at Rephidim? Why did God forbid him to lead the people into the Promised Land as a consequence? We need a spiritual insight here, not just to look at the wells.
Crossing the border into Eilat (Israel), again we passed through the wilderness. Moab in the distance beyond the mountain range was significant in leading Israel into adultery and idolatry. Its sight could have been used to warn us of compromise. Likewise the pillar of Lot’s wife that we saw on the way (true?) could be another reminder of the immorality in Sodom and Gomorrah. An insight into the background of these two evil cities would have enlightened us more about them.

We were told that the level of water in the Dead Sea was receding every year, leaving behind more and more salt.  I had a taste (figuratively) of it, when after floating on the Dead Sea, I struggled to get up and stand on my feet. I could not! A near-by stranger saw me struggling, and kindly extended his hand to me to pull me up, or rather, to put me down.  I was then the only one in my group left there, as I had been helping my wife to float earlier, and she and the others had already gone up. Truly I was wondering then if I would be “dead” on the Dead Sea!

In and around Jerusalem, we could have spent more time at the more important sites rather than visiting church building after church building. We could be up the Mount of Olives to look down on the panoramic view of the Kidron Valley, the temple and the Dome of the Rock, but we were not there. I asked the guide, why. His answer? No time! But there was time to visit souvenir shops – those designated and on the way. He was not at fault completely. Our team members must bear the blame too. Those shops in the precinct of churches remind me of the den of thieves that the Lord Himself had to act against. (Jn. 2:12-21)
We missed seeing the majestic beauty of the Temple (now usurped by the Dome of the Rock) when He pointed out that not one stone of it would lay on the other. Jerusalem would be devastated by the coming Roman invasion. And we could read Matt. 24 to get further insights into what would happen in the future? 
We were not up the mount of temptation and we missed seeing the ruins of  the wall of Jericho and how the stones all fell facing one direction testifying to the miracle of the collapse of the wall! At the Mount of Transfiguration we needed to know why the Lord refused Peter, James and John to build three booths for Moses, Elijah and Himself to commemorate the glorious event there. Yet, we see today so many iconoclastic church buildings erected on supposedly sacred sites!  To add grievance to the Lord, altars are erected in such edifices for worshippers to kneel, kiss, pray, etc. 

At the Wailing Wall, we were not told why the Jews were gathered there to wail. We were just left to ourselves for us to wander around to enjoy the “tourist” sites.  In fact, the common feature when visiting the “churches” was the guide’s encouragement for us to pray before these shrines.  Have we not read from the Lord’s answer to the Samaritan woman in John 4 that those days were over and that we need to worship God in spirit and in truth? Such reflections from the Word were missing in our “pilgrimage”.

When we were at the Wall of Jerusalem, were we told about their Gates and Towers that Nehemiah and his team restored in Neh. 3? If reference was made to this chapter, then the next time we read it, the gates mentioned in scripture with their strange names would then spring up alive. We would also have an idea how Nehemiah with shovel and sword were defending the wall against the enemies, and how families could have homes on the wall by direction our attention to its structure.
As we traced the steps of our Lord on that Val Dolorosa Road to the cross, we failed to read from the scriptures what happened at each station to reflect on the sufferings of Christ. It would be a good opportunity to pause at certain stations to remind ourselves of what happened to the Lord – to reflect and contemplate what actually occurred there. The last event in the upper room leading to the Lord’s betrayal would be meaningful. We cannot enter into His true sufferings, but at least we could have “fellowship with His sufferings” (Phil. 3:10).  Likewise when we were in the Garden of Gethsemane.
Various Mounts stood out on the way. Mt. Nebo, Mt. Sinai (Mt. Horeb) Mt. Carmel, Mt Olivet, Mt Moriah, etc. and we were there or at least in places, where we could see these mounts.  Apart from the physical background given to us, could we trace the spiritual significance of each mount? Mt. Moriah and Mt. Olivet played important roles in the past. They will continue to play very important roles in the future. Will the future Temple be built on Mt. Moriah? Mt. Olivet certainly has a big role to play in the last battle when Christ returns (Zech. 14:1-5). 

 We could also view the plains of Megiddo, once the site of many ancient battles, and how its wide expanse could accommodate the last battle on earth when all nations will be gathered against God’s people. Would Armageddon take place here? Were we there? I am not even sure. Often the briefing from the guide was only to the few near to him. He had no time to wait for all to gather round him to give his briefing because some team members were distracted elsewhere and a few were slow in catching up.  And those who were near could hardly hear him because of the tourist crowds nearby.
When we were at the Mount where the Lord preached His Sermon, could we experience the “ampitheatre” atmosphere of the place to enable the Lord to speak to thousands of people without any public address system? How did the Lord throw His voice? How did the environs allow it?

Mr. Yong Hin Seng’s voluntary reading of the text relating to Christ’s stilling the storm when we were crossing the Sea of Galilee was much appreciated – better than the folk dancing on the boat!

In Petra, I stood amazed at the grandeur of the mountains and the caves; and what nature could do to transform them into such magnificent beauty. They played important roles in sheltering the Jews during the Roman invasion; they will play their greater roles still during the days of the Great Tribulation when they will afford shelter to the tribulation saints. (Mt. 24:16). Only a few (those who could keep up pace with him) benefitted from the guide’s briefing. Others were left behind just to stare and wonder at these cavernous creations and wonder why they were there at all.

I could go on with my disappointment. But let the above suffice. Did I profit much from this “Holy Land Pilgrimage?” You can safely judge from what I wrote above. Those who do not know the Potential of the “Pilgrimage” would not miss what they missed and conclude that it was a good tour. 

Would I go again? Yes, if I could get a good Bible-based teacher who has a solid knowledge of OT and NT history to be my guide to enlighten me with regard to the places I visit and the events that occurred to make my “pilgrimage” alive. Certainly, not to join another “touristy pilgrimage!”

C.  Person.

Finally do we sense more the Person, Presence and Power of Jesus, the Prominent Personage in our “Pilgrimage” now that we have returned home?

[Note what was written earlier:  The prophets condemned the celebration of religious pilgrimages and feasts when not accompanied by genuine devotion to the Lord expressed in righteous lives (Isa. 1:12-13; Amos 4:4-5; 5:5-6, 21-24)]
I had written earlier to prepare the Penang team members for this trip to pray the prayer of Jabez that our knowledge of the Lord, our heart and love for Him, and our steps be enlarged (I Chr. 4:10) that we may follow in His footsteps (I Pet. 2:21)

Therefore, I would like to personally record my thanks to the sisters and a brother (I would name them, but I was advised that I might accidentally omit one or two others) for their Christian love in going out of their way to assist my wife to guide her, hold her hands to steady her, walk with her, on countless occasions to see that she safely made the journey. Consequently they themselves missed things that the others saw on the way. The Lord knows who they are, and those referred to know too, and we thank you most sincerely for your enlarged heart.
Finally, are you a better person after this “pilgrimage”? 

This will be the six million ringgit question each of us needs to answer truthfully.

Prayer-partners, thank you for praying for all of us during our journey. We all arrived home safely   though a few of us fell sick with ‘flu and exhaustion.
The Lord be praised for enabling us to go on this journey to learn more of Him and what He went through, and also of ourselves in how we have been following Him in His footsteps. To a greater or lesser degree, we did learn something from and of the Lord. Let us learn more.
Please note that this review is my own view and does not represent any of those who went with me on the Holy Land Tour! 
