HOLY SITES, HOLY GROUND

An insider’s look at the Holy Land

by Steve Ray

And God said, “Remove the sandals
from your feet, for the place where you
stand is holy ground.”

Holy ground? What holy ground? This
was a harsh wilderness. Vultures circled
above during the day and hyenas prowled at

' n]}_{]'ll’. There were no church steeples rising
into the sky—no prophets or priests wor-
shiping here. Moses was tending sheep
among the rocks under the hot sun. Why
take off his sandals in the rocky wilds?

While stepping over stones and weaving
through scrubby plants, Moses had seen a
burning bush—but that was not unusual.
What intrigued Moses was that the bush
was engulfed in flame but it was not con-
sumed. As he approached the fire, God
called out from the bush. God told Moses
that he was standing on “holy ground.”

This was the wilderness of Sinai, far

from the Promised Land to the north. For

Moses, this was a land of exile. How could
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Moses approaches the burning bush in Sinai.

such rugeed ground be holy!? What makes
ground holy?

Holy means “sinless,” but it also means
“set apart,” consecrated or special. This
piece of land was somehow sacred, special
or different from the dirt and rocks a few
yards away. Why!

The footprints of God, so to speak, had
touched this ground in space and time. He
had come down from heaven, condescend-
ing to speak to a weatherbeaten old shep-
herd who slept on the ground with his flock
of sheep. God is not part of his creation. He
is holy and he purifies everything he deigns

to touch.

Holy Land

Israel is known as the Holy Land. It is
the small strip of land the size of New Jersey
where God walked and where his footprints
lead us back to the very history of salvation
itself. I think T understand something of the

powerful effect this land has on the human

soul. My mom and dad loved the Bible and
taught me to cherish it with all my heart. |
learned its stories and believed its truth.

Many years later, I took my first trip to
the Holy Land. T will never forget the
moment | stepped off the plane. [ was hun-
gry and exhausted. [ looked around and saw
nothing but planes, hot tarmac and build-
ings. But I was in Isracll My feet were on
holy ground. I wept unabashedly and fell to
my face on the blacktop. I kissed the ground
and thanked God for the blessing of being
in this place. Little did T know that someday
Israel would become like my second home.
And even now, the sacred awe of this land
never ceases to amaze and bless me.

When I travel around the world, T am an
explorer eager to meet the people and dis-
cover their countries. But it’s different in
the Holy Land. In Israel, I am not just an
explorer; I am not a tourist. [ am a pilerim—
one who journeys to a sacred place as an act
of religious devotion. Each time | arrive
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with the wonder of a child, expecting the
blessing of God, anxious to walk on holy
ground again.

Holy sites
the Catholic
Church, I didn’t understand the sacramen-

Before converting to
tal nature of things. God created the earth
and everything on it and he said it was
good. The Son of God used matter—physical
things he had created—to bring about bless-
ing and healing. He used dust and spit, oil
and water, bread and wine. His touch made
these items powerful for spiritual good—the
healing of body and soul. He touched the
land as well, and now as a Catholic, [ under-
stand the sacramental sense of experiencing
his land and being blessed by his presence,
even 2,000 years later.

Tourists to Israel see sites and ecat
strange foods; pilgrims see God and sense
his presence. Tourists see the land and expe-
rience the culture; pilgrims feel the land
and experience their Redeemer. Nowhere is
this more powerful and life-changing than
at the Church of the Annunciation in
Nazareth, the Church of the Nativity in
Bethlehem and the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre in Jerusalem.

At the Annunciation, the first cells repli-
cating within Mary’s womb were both
divine and human. God had become man.
History and eternity intersected at one pre-
cise place in Nazareth. This cosmic reality
hit the earth with such force it split time in
half—BC and AD. Who can know this great
mystery and not be deeply moved as they
stand under the church in the Grotto of the
Annunciation! Right there God took on
human flesh. Chills run down my spine just
remembering my times in this sacred place.

At the Church of the Nativity in
Bethlehem, the Creator of the universe
appeared as a helpless infant. What mystery!
Can anyone who loves OQur Lord and who
depends on his flesh for our salvation not
tremble when touching this holy ground?

And the Church of the Holy Sepulchre,
which enshrines the most sacred real estate
on the face of the earth—no, rather in the

whole universe—what we can say about this

Dome of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre

place? Ancient oil lamps hanging from
smoke-darkened ceilings, worn stone floors
from the feet of millions of pilgrims, cold
walls and pillars looming high around you.
But these walls enshrine the holy ground
where God himself gave his life for our sins
and rose from the dead to conquer death
and open the heavenly doors to eternal life.
This is not just good history and theology—
this is cosmic grandeur and heady truth
that would embarrass the best science fic-
often

tion writer. Remember, fact is

stranger than fiction.

And, most importantly, it is all true. It is
holy. It is physical and spiritual and cosmic.
When you wander through the land of
Abraham, David, Elijah, Isaiah, Mary,
Jesus, Peter, Paul and all the apostles, your
teet have trod on holy ground.

I find it fascinating what St. John
Chrysostom, a doctor of the Church, wrote
in 370 AD about the birthplace of Jesus in
Bethlehem. He said, “Since that birth [of
Jesus], men come from the ends of the earth
to see the manger, and the site of the shed.”
Sixteen hundred years ago, just like today,
pilgrims from around the world knew

where to pray at that special place. They

knew where it was then, and we know
where it is today.
[ will never forget a flight from

Amsterdam to Tel Aviv a few years ago. [
was a talking with an old Jewish man
named Rabbi Friedman. He was reserved at
first, but once he saw that I-loved his peo-
ple, his Scriptures and his homeland, he
opened up like an excited child. He could-
n't tell me enough about his favorite pas-
sages in the Bible. Suddenly, as we crossed
the Mediterrancan Sea, | looked out the
window and saw the coastline of Israel
approaching. [ said, “Rabbi quick! Look!
There is Israell” Instantly this dear man
burst into tears, sobbing loudly.

He understood. This was the land of
Yahweh, the land of his fathers, the patri-
archs and prophets, kings and judges. And
oh, how [ rejoiced with him since this little
strip of land is also the land where our Lord
and Savior Jesus Christ, the creator of the
Universe, walked about sanctifying the
ground and saving me from my sins.

And when you go up to the holy city,
remember to join the Psalmist in song: “l
rejoiced when they said to me, ‘Let us go to
the house of the Lord.” And now our feet
are standing within  vyour gates, O

Jerusalem™ (Ps 122:1-2). 5§

Steve Ray is a convert, apologist and documen-
tary filmmaker. He will be leading the 2006
Legatus pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Steve and
his wife, Janet, are atlarge members of Legatus
based in Ypsilanti, Mich.
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