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Return to the 
Holy Land 
September 5-14, 2005 
By Tim Frakes 
 
Monday, September  5, 2005 
It has been six years since I 
was in the Holy Land - 
sixteen years since my first 
visit.  A lot has happened in 
that time, both in my life and 
in Israel and the Palestinian 
Territories. My first visit to 
Israel was in 1988 with 
WCFC-TV 38.   We toured 
Jerusalem, the Galilee, the 
Negev Desert and recorded 
two television documentaries.  
In 1999 I returned to 
Jerusalem and Ramallah, this 
time with the Evangelical 
Lutheran Church in America (ELCA).  We produced two more documentaries - one about Augusta Victoria Hospital, a 
Palestinian hospital in East Jerusalem and one about a young woman in Ramallah.  Both visits to the Holy Land were 
thrilling, and I am looking forward to returning.   
 
The purpose of this visit is to record footage for a documentary titled: “ Introducing the Old Testament.”   We will also 
record footage for a small documentary that focuses on the life of a Palestinian family in Beit Hanina, a suburb of 
Jerusalem.  Traveling with me and assisting in video production on this trip is my colleague, Wendy McCredie, from 
the ELCA Department for Communication.  Wendy is a native of New Zealand and a former college professor at Texas 
Lutheran College in Seguin, Texas.   
 
Our trip got off to a fine start when Lufthansa Airlines bumped us from coach to business class for the flight across the 
Atlantic.  When I learned that our flight from 
Chicago to Frankfort was full, we volunteered our 
seats.  Lufthansa put us on another plane to 
Dusseldorf, and then we caught a connection to 
Frankfort.   
 
Tuesday, September  6 
On the way through Dusseldorf security an officer 
asked me a question. Feeling clever, I responded 
by saying "Nein Deutsch."   Literally my two 
German words mean "No German."   The guard 
gave me a strange look and Wendy, who speaks 
some German pointed out that what I actually said 
translates "No! German!"  What I should have said 
was, "Kein Deutsh."  That phrase would have 
gotten across the point without insult.   Oh well, 
you can't blame me for trying!  

 
From Frankfort, we caught a flight to Ben Gurion 
Airport in Tel Aviv, Israel. Breezing through 
baggage claim and customs, Wendy and I were met 
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by Hani, a Palestinian driver hired through the Lutheran Church.  Hani drove us straight to Bethlehem. Bethlehem is a 
Palestinian city located in what is known as "The West Bank."  The Holy Land is divided politically between Israel and 
the Occupied Territories.  The Occupied Territories include the West Bank and until recently, the Gaza Strip.  In the 
weeks before our arrival, Israel forcibly dismantled its settlements inside the Gaza Strip.   
 
Bethlehem is located just south of Jerusalem inside Palestinian territory.  To get there, you must drive through an 
Israeli military check point, then through a gate in the massive concrete security wall surrounding the city.  During the 
past several years, Israel has been slowly constructing a wall around Palestinian Territories.   The wall is built on 
Palestinian land, not on the Israeli side of the line. Israel claims the wall prevents Palestinian terrorist bombings in 
Israel.  Palestinians say the wall is a land grab and does more to divide Palestinians from each other than from the 
Israelis. Clearly, the wall is ugly and inconvenient for anyone trying to live in or visit the Holy Land. 
 
Before we could begin recording footage for "Introducing the Old Testament" we needed to record a number of video 
greetings in Bethlehem's Manger Square.  Our trip coincided with a meeting of the Lutheran World Federation.  The 
LWF is a 140 member organization representing Lutheran Churches around the world. The LWF happened to be 
wrapping up a meeting in Bethlehem and I offered to record Christmas greetings with the participants in Manger 
Square next to the Church of the Nativity. 
 
About ten LWF representatives took us up on our offer.  It was a fascinating cross section of men and women from 
India, Ethiopia, Germany, Brazil, Canada and many other places.  Some spoke in their native language.  Others 
delivered their greeting in English.  Darkness fell as we finished.  Right on cue, loudspeakers around the city began to 
pump out the Muslim call to prayer.  "Allah, Akbar." 
 
Wednesday, September  7 
Breakfast in the Bethlehem Star Hotel consisted of coffee, bread, cheese, deli meat, olives and yogurt.  The breakfast 
area is on the top floor of the five story hotel and offered an excellent view of Bethlehem.  I was able to crawl out onto 
the parapet and get some real nice sunrise shots.   
 
After breakfast, Wendy and I decided to check out Bethlehem's Church of the Nativity.  Helena, the mother of Roman 
Emperor Constantine, ordered the construction of the Church of the Nativity over what she believed to be the birthplace 
of Jesus in the forth Century C.E.  Before Helena and 
Constantine, the Roman Empire was ruled by pagans.  
For three hundred years, the Christian holy sites in 
Palestine had gathered dust. They were yet to be 
designated as "Holy" places. Helena changed all that. 
She traveled all over the empire building cathedrals and 
officially identifying places mentioned in the New 
Testament.   
 
The Church of the Nativity is an impressive structure.  
Off to one side of the main altar, a staircase descends to 
a small shrine.  Inside the dimly lit cave is an altar with 
a hole cut into the stone floor.  The opening is fringed 
with a golden star.  Faithful pilgrims crawl on their 
knees, reach in and touch the sacred spot where Helena 
and now they believe Jesus was born.     
 
The Lutheran Church in Bethlehem runs a large, 
modern educational center near the Church of the 
Nativity.  After walking around town we visited the Bethlehem Center, met with the staff and checked our email.   
 
From Bethlehem, Hani drove us into Jerusalem to the home of James Kugel.  Professor Kugel is one of the world’s 
leading Old Testament scholars.  Recently retired from Harvard University, Kugel now lives full time in Israel.  Before 
our visit, I had asked the Israeli consulate in Chicago to provide us with a scholar to interview.  We had no idea they 
would deliver such a distinguished person.  
 

Manger  Square, Bethlehem 
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The interview went very well.  Dr. Kugel was kind, gracious and very 
patient with our painfully basic questions.  After the interview I 
produced a copy of his latest book “The Bible as it Was" and got an 
autograph.  What a great souvenir! 
 
From Kugel's home we dashed over to Israel's Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs in West Jerusalem.  Israel calls this part of town “New City.”   
Jerusalem is divided.  Israel has controlled the entire town since the 
1967 war, but today, most of the Jews live on the west side.  
Palestinians tend to live in East Jerusalem. The old walled city is 
another part of the city.  In addition to many tourists, both Jews, 
Muslims and Christians live there full time. The consulate in Chicago 
arranged a meeting with Wendy and me and the film and video 
department.  After going through some elaborate security, we met 
with Mr. Ilan Stulaman, the Israeli video guy.  Our meeting was brief.  
We got what we wanted, stock footage, and made our way back out.   
 
Our original plan was to rent an Avis car in West Jerusalem.  When 

Hani learned of our plan, he pointed out that a car rented in Israel could not be driven into the West Bank and the 
Palestinian Territories because of insurance coverage.  “Why not rent a Palestinian car?”  Hani asked.  “Then you can 
drive where you want.”  This turned out to be a great suggestion.  Using a cell phone, we cancelled our Avis car and 
rented from Green Peace Car Rental in East Jerusalem.  The cost was a bit more than Avis, but the added price was 
well worth the freedom.   
 
With our Palestinian Ford we drove east out of Jerusalem down the Jericho highway and into the Judean Desert.  The 
road between Jerusalem and Jericho is the setting for Jesus’  parable about the Good Samaritan.  The hills are rugged, 
hot and barren.  The only signs of life along the road are a few Bedouin encampments.  The Arabic word Bedu means 
"inhabitant of the desert," and refers generally to the desert-dwelling nomads of Arabia, the Negev, and the Sinai. The 
Bedouin don’ t seem to take sides in the Arab/Israeli conflict.  The daily struggle to survive in a desert and hold on to 
their traditional ways in a modern world is enough work for them. 
 
From Jericho, we headed north through the Jordan River Valley toward Tiberius on the Sea of Galilee.  The Jordan 
River Valley is a vast desert region sprinkled with irrigated agricultural settlements fed by water from the Jordan River.  
The river also serves as a border between Israel and the nation of Jordan to the east. Just as the sun set, we reached the 
Dona Gracia Hotel in Tiberius.   
 

 
Thursday, September  8 
Tiberius, named after the second Roman emperor (14-37 C.E.), is a tourist 
town on the Sea of Galilee.  In fact, it is the only town on the Sea of 
Galilee.  Because of the Israeli/Palestinian conflict, most of the tourists are 
Israeli.  Europeans and Americans tend to stay away these days.  Jet lag 
got the best of me and I over slept.  By the time we got on the road it was 
after 9 a.m.  Our first stop was Mt. Tabor, about 20 miles south east of 
Tiberius.  Mt. Tabor is a prominent ridge that stands alone at one end of 
the Jezreel Valley.  Mt. Tabor is featured prominently in both the Old and 
New Testaments.  In the Old Testament, the Prophets Deborah and Barak 
teamed up to defeat a Canaanite army here.  In the New Testament, Mt. 
Tabor is known as the Mount of Transfiguration.    
 
As we stopped on the northern slope to get footage of the famous hill, I 

spotted some Palestinian farm workers picking olives in a nearby grove.  It was a large family, including adults and 
children.  Pointing at my camera, they indicated that it was ok if I took their pictures.  In fact, they were delighted.   
 
On top of Mount Tabor is the Church of the Transfiguration.  According to the Catholic Encyclopedia, the 
transfiguration of Christ is the culminating point of his public life, as his baptism is its starting point, and his ascension 

Professor James Kugel from Harvard University 
is one of the worlds leading Old Testament 
scholars.  

Fishermen in Tiberius on the Sea of 
Galilee.  
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is its end.  We drove up a winding, sixteen hairpin curve road, 
parked the car in an olive grove and entered the grounds through 
an impressive Crusader era archway.  The Church of the 
Transfiguration was designed by Franciscan architect Antonio 
Barluzzi and completed in 1924. From the courtyard of the 
church, you get a spectacular view of the valley below.  
 
After a short drive down the Jezreel Valley, we made our way to 
Nazareth, the home town of Jesus.  In the first century Nazareth 
was a sleepy rural hamlet.  Today, it’s a crowded Arab city of 
60,000.  In the city center are a collection of large, ornate 
cathedrals built over traditional sites associated with Jesus and 
his family.  The Basilica of the Annunciation is a modern church 
built over earlier Byzantine & Crusader churches.  The site 
marks the place where Mary, the mother of Jesus, first learned 
that she was pregnant.  The event is known as the Annunciation.  
As with many famous places around the world today, no cameras 
are allowed.  So we toured the church and shook the dust of 
Nazareth off our feet. 
 
Just down the road from Nazareth is the ancient fortress city of 
Megiddo.  Archeologists have uncovered twenty layers of past 
civilization of this mound of dirt.  Megiddo is mentioned both in 
the Old and New Testaments.  King David and his son, Solomon, 
used Megiddo as a military base.  The book of Revelation in the 
New Testament indicates that Megiddo will be the site of the 
final battle between good and evil.  With books like the “Left 
Behind”  series being so popular these days, Megiddo is a hot 

spot on the tour bus circuit.  Americans armed with Bibles and sun tan lotion, crawl all over the hillside.  
 
The most interesting part of Megiddo is the underground water system. Visitors descend a long metal stair case deep 
beneath the hill. At the bottom the air is cool and damp.  A long tunnel leads to an underground well.  In ancient times, 
it was important for the city to have a secure water source during a military siege.  Megiddo was attacked often.  The 
city stood in the center of the Jezreel Valley.  Any army wanting to go from west to east had to pass Megiddo.  
 
In the afternoon we continued driving west toward the coast, in search of Mt. Carmel.  Carmel is place where Elijah 
called down fire on the prophets of Baal in the Old Testament book of I Kings.  Mt. Carmel is actually a range of 
mountains that descend to the Mediterranean Sea near modern Haifa.  Back in 1988 I visited the traditional site of 
Elijah’s contest.  This time, we must have taken a wrong turn in Haifa and somehow missed the shrine.  Napoleon once 
said, “What is history, but a myth agreed upon!”   With this in mind, we drove up into the hills, found a wooded, Carmel 
hillside and recorded some footage.  When the video comes out, I’ ll simply avoid saying, “…I was here, on this very 
spot, where Elijah called down fire…”  
 
Long after dark, we returned to Tiberius and dinner at a Lebanese Restaurant by the Sea of Galilee.  There were only a 
few customers and our waiter was far more interested in talking and drinking with his friends than serving us.  Still, the 
food was good.    
 
Fr iday, September  9  
Early the next morning I strolled down to the wharf area and recorded the sunrise over the water. The Sea of Galilee is 
small.  Minnesota and Wisconsin boast many lakes this size.  You can see across it from end to end.  Locals point out 
that storms sometimes brew behind the mountains that ring the eastern shore. Then, without warning, the wind and rain 
descend on the lake.  The New Testament gospels record a famous scene with Jesus and the disciples, caught out on the 
lake during one of these storms.  On the morning of my visit, the lake was calm and very beautiful.  As I recorded the 
sunrise, I struck up a limited conversation with a old Russian Jew wearing nothing but a Speedo swimsuit.  Local men 
love to swim in the lake early each morning. Some of his friends were already paddling around in the water.  My new 
friend didn’ t speak any English and I don’ t speak Russian or Hebrew.  Still, I was able to figure out that he had been in 

Mt. Tabor  is also known as the Mount of 
Transfiguration. 
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Israel for thirty years after emigrating from the former Soviet 
Union.   
 
After breakfast we said goodbye to Tiberius and drove south 
around the lake.  At the southern end we stopped at a famous 
Jordan River tourist trap run by Kibbutz Kinneret.  Here, 
pilgrims from around the world come to get re-baptized in 
the holy water. September is a dry season in the Galilee.  The 
lush, cool green park along the Jordan River is ringed with 
tall Cyprus trees.  There is also a restaurant and gift shop full 
of Holy Land bric-a-brac.  
 
The east side of the Sea of Galilee is ringed with high, 
rugged mountain peaks.  As we drove along, I noticed 
several parachutes making their way toward earth.  I stopped 
the car to take some video footage.  To my surprise, there 
was no airplane.  The parachutist were jumping off of the 
mountain tops.  This was a cross between parachuting and 
parasailing.  Can you imagine jumping off a cliff? That’s 

what these young Israeli’ s were doing!  Reaching the ground, they fold up their parachutes, jump in a car and drive 
back to the top of the mountain for another run.  It was fun to watch, but I wasn’ t interested in joining them.  Julie 
would kill me if I killed myself parachuting in Israel. 
 
It was time to return to Jerusalem.  Driving back down through the Jordan Valley, Wendy and I spotted some 
Palestinian shepherds herding a large flock of sheep along the highway.  Of course, I stopped the car and got some 
great shots of both the shepherds and the sheep.   
 
Before heading back to Jerusalem, we made a detour at the northern tip of the Dead Sea. In 1948, Bedouin shepherd 
boys discovered a collection of scrolls, stored in clay jars inside caves overlooking the Dead Sea.  The Qumran 
discovery turned out to be one of the most important archeological finds ever. The Dead Sea Scrolls are by far the 
largest, oldest and best preserved copies of Scripture in existence. The Qumran caves are now a national park complete 
with a museum and well developed visitor’s center.  The Dead Sea Scrolls were preserved by a group of ascetic Jews 
known as the Essenes. During the time of the Roman occupation of Judea in the first century before Jesus, this Essene 
sect withdrew into the desert. Some scholars today believe that John the Baptist was a member of this community.  The 
place where John baptized Jesus is not far from Qumran.  At the very least, John and Jesus must have known about the 
Essene community.   You simply cannot imagine a more dry and barren place than Qumran.  Archeologist have 
unearthed homes, wells and other buildings. The adventurous can climb a footpath up to one of the many caves 
overlooking the site. Given the heat and our busy schedule, I simply let the video zoom lens go up into the hills for me.  
Call me lazy… 
 
Back in Jerusalem we checked into the Christmas Hotel.  It is 
a nice place just a few blocks north of the Old City.  In the 
evening we met up with Pastor Julie Rowe, an American 
missionary working with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in 
Jordan and the Holy Land, (ELCJHL).   Julie and Wendy 
asked me to help them record and put together a short video 
that documents the difficulties facing the Holy Land’s 
shrinking Christian community.   
 
We illustrated the story by interviewing a Lutheran family, 
Ghassan and Rimaz Kasa’breh.   Ghassan and Rimaz live with 
their three children just outside Jerusalem.  Until recently, 
Rimaz worked as a school teacher. She had to quit her job 
because it was just too risky to go to work.  On three separate 
occasions, Rimaz had been arrested by the Israeli military on 
her way to work.  Because she was not born in Jerusalem, 

Parachutist near the sea of Galilee.  These guys 
jump off of mountains, not out of planes.  

Ghassan and Rimaz walk with their children 
along the security wall.  
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Israel will not give her a Jerusalem identity card.  Without the identity card, she cannot legally enter Jerusalem.  This 
really causes problems for suburban Palestinians like Ghassan and Rimaz.   To make matters worse, Israel is now 
constructing a security wall between their house and Jerusalem.  When it is completed, Ghassan and Rimaz will be 
completely cut off from their jobs, their church and many of their family members.  
 
Israel is trying to protect its citizens from Palestinian suicide bombers.  Ghassan and Rimaz are hard working, 
committed Christians, not terrorists.  They do not condone terrorism.  The school Rimaz taught at is a Christian school.  
Ghassan is the organist at Lutheran Church of the Redeemer in Jerusalem.  Their family is simply caught up in the 
political struggle between much larger forces.  
 
After we interviewed them, the whole family went for a walk down to the gray, thirty foot security wall being built 
through their neighborhood.  When we reached the spot where the wall ended, Rimaz decided to show me how she 
used to illegally cross the border into Jerusalem. The sun had already set and it was a tense moment, watching her cross 
the no-man’s land in the twilight.  It also made for some great footage.   

 
Saturday, September  10 
Jerusalem’s Old City is one of the most fascinating places on earth.  
Ringed with a massive wall built by Suliman the Magnificent in the 
14th century, the Old City is living history. Wendy and I took a cab to 
the Damascus gate on the north side, and then plunged in.  We visited 
the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, the place where Jesus was 
crucified.  The original cathedral was built by Constantine in the 4th 
century.  The new structure burned in the seventh century.  A 
crusader version burned in the 19th century. The current collection of 
buildings is a combination of architecture spanning the entire 
Christian epoch.  The Holy Sepulcher is the single most important 
Christian shrine.  Even with the Israeli Palestinian conflict limiting 
tourism in the Holy Land, the Church of the Holy Sepulcher is 
always crowded with pilgrims from all over the world.   
 
Just outside the courtyard of the Holy Sepulcher is the Lutheran 

Church of the Redeemer, a 19th century German Church.  Redeemer has one of the tallest church spires in the Old City.  
For a few shekels you can climb to the top for a spectacular view.   
 
After lunch, we took a taxi out of the Old City to the Israel Museum.  Located on the west side, the museum houses the 
Shrine of the Book. The Shrine of the Book houses the Dead Sea Scrolls and other rare ancient manuscripts. Modern 
religious Jews see themselves as a people of the book, meaning, the Hebrew bible.   The Shrine of the Book clearly 
illustrates the important role the written Hebrew languages plays in Jewish identity.   Sadly, they wouldn’ t let me bring 
my camera in, so I recorded with eyes only.  Portions of the Dead Sea scrolls and the story behind them are beautifully 
preserved and displayed in a compelling, interactive timeline.   
 
As the afternoon light threw shadows on the Old City, we made our way to the Western Wall.  On the way, an older 
orthodox Jew passed by, stopped, turned around and walked up to me.  He was dressed all in black with a flowing gray 
beard and broad brimmed black hat.  “Your camera lens is pointed at the sun. Be careful not to burn the tube out!”  he 
said.  During the days of video cameras with plumicon or saticon tubes, it was possible to burn out the camera tube by 
pointing it at the sun.  Today’s digital video cameras are immune from this hazard.  We struck up a conversation about 
video production.  It seems that this elderly gentleman had once worked in the business.  “Try out the camera,”  I said.  
And handed it to him.  “Sorry,”  he replied. “ It is still Sabbath and I can't touch it!”  
 
The Western Wall is all that remains of the second temple built by Herod in the time of Jesus.  The Romans destroyed 
Jerusalem and the temple in 70 C.E.  The wall is now the most holy place in Judaism.  Jews from all over the world 
come here to pray at the wall. Since it was still the Sabbath, we decided to skip the Western Wall, (cameras were 
forbidden).  Instead, we climbed up through the streets overlooking the Wester Wall and took our video images from a 
vantage point above.   This provided a great perspective and afforded the worshipers a measure of privacy.  
 

The Western Wall is all that remains of 
Herod’s temple in Jerusalem.   
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From the Western Wall we walked out of the Old City and down through the Kidron Valley, then up to the Garden of 
Gethsemane. Gethsemane (the name means oil press) is the olive grove where Jesus was arrested by Roman soldiers 
before his trial and crucifixion.  Gethsemane features gnarled old olive trees in a small garden next to the Church of all 
Nations.  Tour guides like to point out that pilgrims from the 16th century onwards refer to the ancient olive trees in 
this garden as already "very ancient." 
 
 

Sunday, September  11 
As part of the video on our Palestinian family, we attended worship at 
Lutheran Church of the Redeemer in the Old City. Ghassan is the 
organist.  Redeemer is a huge cathedral, but only a handful of 
Palestinian Lutherans come for worship.  The Germans had Lutheran 
pilgrims in mind when they built the place, not Palestinians. The low 
Palestinian census can be attributed to several factors. First, Christians 
have always been a minority in the Holy Land.  Lutherans are a 
minority of the minority.  Second, many Palestinian Christians left the 
Holy Land in the wake of the current Israeli/Palestinian conflict.  
Third, many of the remaining Palestinian Lutherans don’ t have 
Jerusalem identity cards and so they are not able to attend worship.   
 
From Redeemer we hopped back into our rental car and made our 
way out of Jerusalem for the final leg of our journey - Egypt’s Mount 
Sinai.  The main reason for coming on this trip was to record footage 
on the Old Testament.  It’s hard to talk about the Hebrew Bible 
without mentioning the place where Moses received the Ten 
Commandments.  To get there we had to drive through the Negev 
Desert to Israel’s most southern point, Eilat.  From Eilat, we crossed 
the border into Egypt and then on to Mt. Sinai.  
 
About an hour out of Jerusalem we took a detour and stopped at the 
ancient fortress city of Lachish. Lachish was destroyed by the 
Assyrian King Sennacherib in 701 B.C. E.  The remains of a siege 
ramp can still be seen leading up to the ruined walls of the city. We 

climbed around the ruins, took some video images and then headed back on the highway.  
 
About 85 kilometers south of Beer Shiva, we came to one of Israel’s most spectacular sites, the Ramon Crater.  The 
Ramon Crater has a “Grand Canyon”  kind of feel.  It is 1,640 feet deep, 25 miles long and six miles at its widest.  It is 
one of the largest craters in the world. Geologist say that the Ramon Crater is not an asteroid impact site, just a 
particularly large asymmetrical hole dug out of the ground by natural processes of erosion. Whatever made the crater, it 
sure is beautiful.   
 
Eilat is Israel’s playgroud.  At least, that was the idea.  Located at the southern most tip of Israel on the Gulf of Aqaba, 
Eilat looks like a mini Las Vegas… without the gambling. Huge hotels line a water front crowded with tourist and all 
that goes with them.  While strolling, we noticed a guy with a large telescope pointed at the moon.  For five Sheckels, 
he gave me a spectacluar peek at the Sea of Tranquility, the spot on the Moon where Neil Armstrong landed back in 
1969.  We used our Lonely Planet guidebook and found a cheap, clean hotel away from the strip.  The Hotel Pierre is 
run by a friendly Frenchman.  Wendy speaks fluent French and had a ball conversing with him.  
 
Monday, September  12 
Early the next morning we left our rental car at the Pierre and took a taxi to the Egyptian border crossing at Taba.  After 
paying the ususal departure taxes and customs screenings, we walked into Egypt.  The Egyptian customs officials 
pulled us into a side office and grilled us for fifteen minutes.  They wanted to know about our video camera.  Egypt 
understands that Hollywood can pump millions of dollars into a local economy.  Customs officials are on the lookout 
for film crews and make sure that you are paying for permits.  Of course, we have a tiny budget and no permits.  When 
they figured this out, they let us go.   
 

An Orthodox Jew goes for a ride on a 
camel at Qumran.  Watch out, camels spit! 
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Taba is a dusty border town.  The most livley thing 
going is the taxi stand.  Tourists make their way across 
the border enroute to Egypt’s classy coastal resorts.  
They also take passengers to Mt. Sinai.  After 
negotiaiting a rate for the three-hour drive to Mt. Sinai 
and back, we climbed into a ragged old station wagon 
with our driver, Suliman, and two Israeli tourists.  The 
shared taxi system is common in Taba.   
 
Soon we were whipping south along the coast road 
headed for Nuweiba, a resort town, where we dropped 
off our two Israeli friends.   The young men were going 
on a hiking adventure in the desert.  One of them spoke 
English.  Suliman, our driver did not.  So, from that 
point on, we had limited communication. 
 
The Sinai Desert is amazing.  The rugged mountains are 
ablaze with rich color.  Every ten or fifteen kilometers 
you pass a Bedouin village consisting of a few shacks, 

some camels, an SUV and a satellite dish.  You can count the number of towns in the southern Sinai on one hand.  It 
was a desert when Moses came through.  It is a desert now.   
 
We reached Mt. Sinai just before noon - not a good time to be out in the desert sun.  Fortunately, the weather was fairly 
cool, around 85 degrees.  Located at the base of Mt. Sinai is St. Katherine’s Monastery.  Christian Emperor Justinian 
built the monastery here in the 6th Century to honor an early Christian martyr, St. Katharine.  Christians believed then, 
as they do today, that this is the place where Moses received the Ten Commandments from God.  St. Katharine’s is a 
big tourist trap in the middle of a huge desert.  You can’ t walk five feet without someone trying to give you the hustle.  
Still, the old walled monetary is impressive.  It looks like some place out of an adventure story.  Our plan had been to 
spend the night at St. Katharine’s, then climb the mountain early the next morning.  Unfortunately, Suliman and the 
local hotels would only take cash.  I didn’ t have enough to cover both, so we just took some video footage of the 
mountain and St. Katharine’s, then headed back to Eilat.    
 
Tuesday, September  13 
With no cash left in my pocket, we headed back to 
Jerusalem.  We made our way north through the Negev 
Desert to the southern tip of the Dead Sea.  The book of 
Genesis tells the story of Abraham, Lot and the wicked city 
of Sodom & Gomorrah.  As the story goes, Lot’s wife was 
told not to look back as the two cities were destroyed by 
God.  She peeked and was turned into a pillar of salt.  This 
makes sense, since just about everything is salty down at the 
end of the Dead Sea.  We took some video of the area and 
drove on through Ein Gedi, the lowest place on earth.  
Around 1 p.m. we reached Jerusalem.  
 
Unfortunately our flight the next morning was at 5:30 a.m. 
from Tel Aviv. Israeli security requires passengers to be 
three hours early.  My plan was to arrive at the airport 
Tuesday evening, then spend the hours waiting in the 
business lounge.  To my deep disappointment, we learned 
after we got to the airport that travelers can’ t get inside the 
business lounge until after they go through security.  This meant that Wendy and I had to spend six hours sitting on a 
bench in the airport terminal prior to an international flight.  Not fun.   
 
When security opened at 2:30 a.m. they grilled me for two hours, going through every piece of equipment I had.  My 
hunch is that they were running background checks during the search.  We drew suspicion when they learned that we 

Lachsih was destroyed by the Assyrian King 
Sennacherib in 701 B.C. E.   

St. Catherine’s Monetary sits at the base of Mt. Sinai. 
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had been traveling in the West Bank and meeting 
with Palestinians.  The spoils of war… 
 
The Holy Land is an awesome place.  When I 
came here in 1988 I couldn’ t stop thinking, “Oh, 
this is where Jesus walked!”   But it is not the 
shrines or mountains or deserts or cathedrals that 
make this place Holy, it’s the people.  During 
this visit I had the chance to speak with taxi 
drivers, shepherds, pastors, school teachers, shoe 
shiners and many others.  It is those memories I 
treasure the most.    

A boy reads the paper in Bethlehem.  


