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Merry Christmas (Eve) from Bethlehem!


 

This is my third week in Bethlehem, on a study pilgrimage with my third year classmates from Mundelein Seminary.  The group is a total of 31, which has worked out to be the perfect size.  We have three faculty members with us, and a priest who is our “traveling pastor”.  We will be in the Holy Land for a total of about 10 weeks, moving to a residence in Jerusalem on January 6th, and departing on February 16th.  I will be doing some extended travel with a friend to Malta, Sicily, and Rome, and returning to the States Feb. 26th.
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With all of those logistics out of the way, I have to say it has been an amazing experience so far.  Bethlehem is unlike any city I have ever been to.  Located about a half-hour south of Jerusalem, it is part of the West Bank under the Palestinian Authority.  There is a giant wall that you may have heard of, constructed by the Israeli Army, which separates the city from Jerusalem and the surrounding Israeli settlements. 
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The city itself is fairly small, with about 50,000 inhabitants, and it still looks and operates much like a medieval city.  There are no chain restaurants, no traffic lights, no grocery stores.  Most of the street traffic is pedestrian, though there is a bus system, and an adequate supply of taxis.  The streets are lined with shops, vendors, and markets, and most things must be negotiated for, not having set prices.  The people here are quite friendly and hospitable, and the city is safe to explore, even at night (much safer than Chicago!)  People often glance at you because you’re obviously not an Arab, but give them a smile and a greeting in Arabic (“Mar-haba”) and they will respond in kind.

 

The vast majority of people here are Muslims, with Christians making up a small minority, it is merely a religious minority though, because all of the people are Palestinian.  Families have on average 4-6 children, and it’s nice to see so many kids running around.
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Since coming here, we have visited a few sites besides the Basilica of the Nativity (a 15 minute walk from where we’re staying) and the nearby shepherd’s fields.  We’ve visited Mar Saba, an ancient (483 AD) monastery in the Judean desert that is still in use; Masada: an unbelievable fortress built up by Herod the Great in 39 BC; Qumran: where the Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered; and finally, the Dead Sea itself.  (I had a cold, so I decided not to go swimming, but it sure looked like fun!)

 

Two highlights from the pilgrimage so far are visiting the Basilica of the Nativity, and our Christmas party at a nearby orphanage.

 

[image: image6.jpg]


The Church of the Nativity is somewhat of an anomaly.  While the church itself is not owned by anyone, it has a number of altars within it that are claimed by particular churches.  There are two altars in the Nativity Grotto/Cave that are shared, one above Christ’s birthplace (marked by a silver star and a hole which exposes the bedrock) and one nearby which marks the location of the manger.  The church is under the care (and claims) of the Greek Orthodox Church, the Roman Catholic Church (the Franciscans), and the Armenian Orthodox Church.  Tensions between the three are visible, but not quite as elevated as at the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem.  The Church still has its original pillars and many other structural parts that were in place for its dedication in 339 AD.

 

Praying in this church is a very peaceful experience, despite the sad divisions that exist there.  I usually have gone a few times each week, as time has allowed (we are taking classes most weekdays that we're not traveling).  The grotto is very worn from the millions who have prayed there throughout history, and the air is warm from the oil lamps and votive candles that are constantly burning.  During the day there are a lot of people moving in and out and taking pictures, but early in the morning and in the evening before it closes, it is the quietest place to be found.
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On Monday we visited a local orphanage run by the Society of St. Vincent de Paul.  They have about 50 children from the age of 6 down to 2 days old (when we were there).  Having children out of wedlock here is life-threatening, and raising them is not possible.  Adoption is also not acceptable in Islamic society, so the orphanage provides foster care for the early stages in the children’s lives.  We spent the day there, playing with the children and learning about the great work the orphanage (called the Crèche) is doing despite the difficulties it encounters.  We all brought presents for the children, and prepared some Christmas music for them.  They also performed some songs and dances for us- it was so beautiful!

 

This will be my first year away from the U.S. at Christmas- no Charlie Brown Christmas Special, no sledding, skiing or snowmobiling, no familiar Christmas songs playing over and over (my mp3 player fried a week after arriving).  Yet while I miss these things, I have been given a chance to encounter Christmas in Bethlehem, stripped of much of its commercialism and my own associations.  What it will be like, I’m not sure, but I am thankful for it already, and I think it might change how I experience and celebrate Christ’s birth from now on.  This evening I’ll be attending the Midnight Mass at Bethlehem University, where some of us seminarians are singing in the choir.  Tomorrow I hope to attend Mass in the Nativity Grotto, it is continuously celebrated there throughout the day.

 

Please know of my prayers for all of you and your loved ones this Christmas, and my best wishes for a new year filled with hope!

 

Venite Adoremus!

 1/13/09 - 6:50 pm

Greetings From Galilee!

            So far we’ve taken quite a circuit ride.  After leaving Bethlehem on Monday Jan. 5th, we made our way up to Nazareth, where we stayed Wednesday through Friday.  It’s much larger than the estimated 250 people that lived there  during the first century- currently it has a population of about 80,000. The Basilica of the Annunciation is the largest Church in the Middle East, holding about 2,500 people.  It was built in 1969, and has some very interesting architecture.  The most remarkable part to me was the spire, which is built like a lighthouse, “for those who are lost to look up and find their way home,” in the paraphrased words of the architect.  Filling the walls on the second floor as well as the exterior courtyard are images of the Virgin Mary from countries all over the world.  It was so beautiful to see how universal Marian devotion is expressed among so many different cultures, as she appears with features native to each country, and dressed in its traditional clothing.

After departing Nazareth Saturday morning, we continued on to Galilee.  The land here is much different than Bethlehem.  It is green and lush with grass and trees, and the climate is quite a bit warmer.  After making a number of stops at different sites, we had Mass at the Church of the Primacy of Peter.  This is the setting on the Sea of Galilee where the risen Christ appears on the shore and, after giving some “fishing tips” to the disciples, cooks breakfast for them (John 21).  It is one of my favorite scenes of the Gospel (and not just because it involves the most important meal of the day).  When John recognized that it was the Lord on the shore, Peter was so excited that he jumped in the water and swam ashore, while the rest of the disciples rowed to the beach, dragging the full net behind the boat.  (The movie Forrest Gump catches a glimpse of this excitement when Forrest jumps off his shrimp boat to see Lieutenant Dan- I never thought of it until now, but I guess that’s why its my favorite scene)  There is a love and joy in Peter that just can’t wait for the boat to get there.  Jumping overboard was a somewhat rash and foolish thing to do, but it didn’t matter.  I can relate to Peter, because there are times in my life that I feel like I jumped off of the boat to meet Christ, and probably looked quite foolish doing it, but I have to admit it’s the most exhilarating experience . . .

Anyway, the church itself is quite small, and has a number of covered chapels outside where pilgrims can celebrate Mass.  It is “of the Primacy of Peter” because after breakfast Jesus asks Peter three times if he loves him, responding to the three times the apostle denied knowing Christ on the night he was arrested.  Christ reminds Peter of the severity of his actions, while at the same time offering him mercy, and calling him to a renewal in his faith and mission as the “rock” upon which the Church will be built.  This mission of Peter, and his primacy of authority in teaching and ministry is continued in our current Pope, Benedict XVI.  With all of this being said, it was a privilege to be fed by the Lord at this place when we celebrated Mass.

Speaking of jumping into the water, on Monday I went swimming in the Sea of Galilee.   The water was quite cold, but it was so refreshing that I lost track of time.  After half an hour, I walked back to my room on numb toes, but it was well worth it.  The Sea isn’t nearly as large as I thought it would be: it’s about 13 miles long and 7 miles wide.  It’s surrounded by hills and mountains that make a beautiful backdrop, as well as some interesting conditions for winds and storms.  My family has a camp on a lake near my house that is quite a bit smaller, but it’s surrounded by hills as well.  In some way I felt I could identify with the familiarity that Jesus and His disciples must have been with this lake.  It is such a beautiful place, surrounded by palm trees and full of beautiful birds and diverse wildlife.  On top of this, we’ve had beautiful sunny weather (about 70 during the day)- it will be difficult to leave this place!  

Today was our last full day here.  This morning we visited the Mount of the Beatitudes (Mt. 5-7) where there is a beautiful church surrounded by gardens, overlooking the Sea of Galilee.  After having Mass and praying there, we had the rest of the day free.  I had to make the difficult decision of how much time I wanted to spend exploring and praying, and how much time to spend studying for the classes (and upcoming exams) which will resume in a couple of days.  In any case, it continues to be an amazing and fruitful time.  Tomorrow morning we will leave for Jerusalem, where we’ll be based for the remaining 4 weeks of pilgrimage.    Be assured of my continued prayers for all of you!

 

In Christ,

 

David
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Sea of Galilee





Leaving Bethlehem





My first view of the Mediterranean.








