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Mothers’ Encouragement Group 

February 12, 2015 

Israel 

 It feels like a long time since I’ve been here and longer since I’ve written anything for 

you! Last time I was here I read a chapter from the book The Exact Place by Margie Haack. It is 

a memoir of her early life, growing up in northern Minnesota, close to the Canadian border. I 

have since finished that book myself and would highly recommend it to each of you. Her writing 

is so engaging and when you get to the end you see why she called the book by that title: she 

grew up in the exact place where the Lord wanted her to meet Him, where He would call her and 

make her His own. (Can anything good come out of northern Minnesota?! Apparently, there can 

because Margie did!) 

 Today I want to tell you a little about our trip to Israel since it is fresh—kind of—in my 

mind and it’s an important and complicated place—talk about exact! It is exactly the place where 

the Lord put His people, starting with Abraham, in the very first place, and now has brought 

them back to that place so that, as Rob said, it is the only nation in the world where the same 

people have resided, speaking the same language for over 3000 years! I think that we westerners, 

we “we’re all about the Church” (capital ‘C’) Christians, tend not to think much about Israel as a 

nation, and the Jews a people for whom the Lord may very well still have plans. If we read the 

Bible’s plain words it’s hard to think He doesn’t still have plans for this land and this people. 

Whatever we may end up thinking about the end times everyone knows that Heaven is called 

“the new Jerusalem.” And, what do we do with these verses from Romans? Paul says, “…I do 

not want you to be unaware of this mystery, brothers: a partial hardening has come upon 

Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in. And in this way all Israel will be saved, 

as it is written, ‘The Deliverer will come from Zion, he will banish ungodliness from 

Jacob’; ‘and this will be my covenant with them when I take away their sins.’ As regards 

the gospel, they are enemies for your sake. But as regards election, they are beloved for the 

sake of their forefathers.” Romans 11:25-28 What could this possibly mean except that the 

Lord still has plans for His first chosen people and when you travel there and learn something of 

how it came about that there are Jews living there again you cannot help but think that the Lord 

has done this and done it on purpose—bringing them back to this exact place. 

 So I’m going to try and give you a flavor of the trip: of what we did, where we went and 

what I learned. There were 22 of us on the bus, not counting Bambi the driver—and let me just 

say that Stacey Sheridan, at the beginning of her last trimester of pregnancy, was absolutely 

amazing! She let nothing hold her back and did all the climbing and all the extra things that were 

offered to the group—things that, in some cases, we felt free to pass on! Each morning we had to 

be on the bus and ready to leave our hotel by 7:30, having had breakfast. The first four nights 

were one-night stands so we had to completely pack up and have the suitcases ready to be put 

back on the bus the next morning. The breakfasts, for the most part, were amazing and delicious. 

Buffets of cheese, yoghurt, dates, figs, granolas, honey, eggs in various forms (usually scrambled 

or hard-boiled) as well as the weird stuff like fish—herring and other unrecognizable 

substances—olives of all shapes and sizes and always fresh vegetables. The coffee was very 

good in the hotel dining rooms, not so good in the rooms—you had to wait for the stuff to settle 
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before drinking or you’d get a taste of “mud” in your mouth. Rob didn’t care but he suffered 

enough, having no iced tea on the entire trip! 

 Every morning we started out on the bus with an explanation of where we were going, a 

prayer and a song led by John Delancey, the man who organizes these trips: 

 

Oh the sun’s comin’ up (echo by those sitting on the bus) 

Oh the sun's comin' up (echo by those sitting on the bus) 

On a bright new day (echo by those sitting on the bus) 

And I guess you wonder why (echo etc. etc.) 

I'm feelin' this way. (echo...) 

Oh I'm feelin' good (echo...)  

And I'm feelin' all right (echo...) 

(Altogether now) Cause the Lord took my life and He filled it with His ever lovin' light 

Ever lovin' light, Cause the Lord took my life and He filled it with His ever lovin' light. 

 

Yup. Sorry to tell you. Had to keep from making eye-contact with anyone—especially Hilary’s 

parents!—but we sang it, like good children. (However, Janet Jack said she was hoping to see 

our heads bobbing with enthusiasm—but didn’t—as she watched us from the back!) 

I suppose I've been thinking of the trip as "good" and "bad" with experiences falling 

consistently into both categories: it was wonderful to be standing on a hill at Gezer or on the 

shore in Joppa or on a high place on Mt. Carmel or in Beersheba and to hear the Scripture read of 

what happened in those places and then to imagine David fighting Goliath possibly right there, or 

Jonah getting on the ship, or Peter seeing the vision of animals in the sheet. There is a place in 

Joppa—a door—over which is painted the words: "the place of Peter's vision!" HA! that was for 

us tourists—probably the actual door of the actual house is a hundred feet below the town where 

we stood. There is also a big stone whale with water coming out of its spout right in the middle 

of the town. We saw those things the very first night and wondered what we were getting into! 

But when we stood on Mt. Carmel we could imagine Elijah looking around and gathering the 

people around him, ready to unfold the drama of proving that Baal was no god at all and should 

not be worshipped in Israel! Or lifting his eyes towards the sea, which we were able to do, 

looking for that first little cloud that meant rain was finally coming. We could see in our minds’ 

eye Abraham sinking a well at Beersheba and later in the trip we could easily imagine Jesus 

teaching on a hillside in Galilee or on the boat with his disciples or climbing up the hillside to 

pray alone or escaping down a cliff from the people outside of Nazareth who wanted to make 

him king. Having climbed those places myself I now imagine that Christ had to have been quite 

an athlete, considering all the walking and climbing that he did. It's very fun now to be reading 

my Bible and to have mental pictures of real places in my mind. But I think I’ve climbed down 

into and up out of all the cisterns that I ever want to for the rest of my life! We saw so many 

ruins, visited so many tels, picked up so many pieces of pottery (like these parts of handles that I 

brought home to show you) and saw layers of towns, one on top of another that it all began to 

run together in my mind. So a ‘tel’ is a hill, a place of excavation that uncovers one town after 

another where people lived; the lower you go the more ancient the civilization; it was actually 

quite fascinating but, as I said, it was hard to keep them from running together in my mind—was 

that from “the first temple, the second temple or the third temple” period? We saw a lot of things 

we would never have seen had we not gone on John Delancey’s tour but one does give up a lot of 
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freedom to be on such a tour. (We were given permission to shop in Qumran, Bethlehem and 

Jerusalem!!)  

Israel is complicated a lot because the Jews, of course, are not the only ones who live 

there. Jericho and Bethlehem both belong to the Palestinians and as we drove about we passed 

signs that said Israeli citizens were not allowed to enter here or there and would be punished 

severely if they did so! Our Jewish guide, Shlomo, was refused entrance into the Church of the 

Nativity in Bethlehem and was not allowed to guide us through it. He said he had not 

encountered this before since his license as a guide gives him passage in most places where 

ordinary Israelis would not be allowed. He suspects that his permission to go to Bethlehem will 

not be given back to him. Many of the Palestinians are Bedouins who live in tents and shacks 

and are mostly shepherds. It was striking to us that we could tell just by looking whether any 

particular town or settlement was Palestinian or Jewish. Jericho was full of partly finished, 

broken-down buildings, garbage everywhere. The Bedouin settlements were ramshackle places 

very ill-kept and poor.  

The third night of the tour we spent in a Bedouin camp and after our camel ride, led by 

poorly dressed young men with ear buds in their ears(!), we were taken to our sleeping quarters 

before tea and dinner. (Just a word about the camel ride—really fun! You feel like you’re on a 

big rocking chair, though with really wide spread legs—ouch! The Sheridans were behind us and 

their camel—all of them were connected together by ropes—kept trying to bite Rob’s elbow and 

actually got him a time or two!) We were given an “upgrade” and led to little huts instead of 

having to sleep all together in one big tent. We shared a hut with the Prices. It had bunk beds and 

a wood floor (anybody remember the cabins on the Overnight Fieldtrips?), one double mattress 

on the floor, a tiny heater, some sheepskins to sit on, very thin sleeping bags with broken zippers 

and two heavy rugs hung across one side of the hut—the door we went in and out of. It was a 

cold night and we were very cold; we slept in our clothes and didn’t even attempt to take 

showers. Somehow Jim Sheridan, one of the last to try, actually got hot water! (They did have 

modern shower rooms and toilet facilities, though all in one big building we had to walk to—

something we thought twice about in the middle of the night!) Before dinner that evening we 

gathered in a larger tent, sitting on rugs on the ground around a central fire. We were served 

strong tea with sugar in it (and we were grateful for the heat of it!) while a Bedouin man, dressed 

in the robes you would imagine, sat to tell us about the Bedouin life. We were so tired by then 

that we struggled to stay awake—until his cell phone went off! After that we were given dinner 

in a big common room just off the big main tent that was actually full of a large group of young 

people. This meal had the most unrecognizable food of all the meals we had—tasted pretty good, 

though. We did later wonder why we were given this experience, but I can guarantee you that we 

will never forget it!  

One of the more fascinating things for me about the trip was to hear about each of these 

places from Shlomo's point of view. Shlomo was our Jewish guide and we were constantly 

amazed at just how much he had in his mind—a wealth of information—and he shared with us 

so much of his personal history that it really made the contemporary situation and condition of 

Israel come alive, at least for me. His parents were Zionists—pioneers—who immigrated from 

Poland in the 1930's. Their zeal for an Israeli state was so great that they built a life of living off 

the land, though it was rocky and difficult. Many of the Jews who came during this time 

contracted Maleria and died which made life so hard that they really had to be determined to 

stick it out. Shlomo’s parents helped establish a Kibbutz and had three children, each 6 or 7 years 

apart of whom Shlomo was the last. I asked Shlomo why they spaced their children so far apart 
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and he said it was because their life was so difficult that they both had to work the land and 

couldn't raise more than one child at a time. As you may know, on a Kibbutz the children live 

separately from the parents and are raised by nannies and I think even the men and women lived 

separately (not sure about this). In any case, the whole point was to establish a Jewish presence 

in Palestine and to "get back to the land," even though these Jews may never have been farmers 

in their lives before. Interestingly, Shlomo's aunts, uncles and grandparents chose not to move to 

Palestine, thinking the life was too hard. They were well established and prosperous in Poland 

and would have preferred to emigrate to the U.S. Only two of them managed to do so after 

WWII; all the rest were murdered in the Holocaust.  

Shlomo told us on the very first night that the fact that there is a modern Hebrew 

language and that every Israeli speaks it is somewhat of a "miracle." Of course the Jews were 

scattered all over the world and usually living happily and prosperous, settled in whatever 

country, speaking whatever language they were born into until a man named Perlman (not our 

beloved Itzak the violinist!), also a Zionist, decided that in order to have a Jewish state again 

they would have to speak a common language. He took Biblical Hebrew and basically tweaked 

the syntax, created vocabulary and whatever else had to be done to create the Modern Hebrew 

language. Then, of course, the idea of learning and speaking it had to be sold to the Jews. 

Shlomo's parents spoke Yiddish but taught the new language to their children and thought it was 

"a miracle" that Shlomo grew up speaking only Modern Hebrew as his mother tongue. I guess it 

took several generations for it to catch on and its inventer, Perlman, died before he saw the 

language take hold. Shlomo's wife and three children all grew up speaking Modern Hebrew. 

We were taken to two different graves on the trip, the first during our visit to the Negev 

and the second as we drove up to the Galilee region, both of which were obviously Shlomo's 

choices. Ben Gurian and his wife are buried in the south because he had a passion for developing 

this part of Israel. He was the Prime Minister who declared Israel a state in 1948 and our guide's 

reverence for him and for the work he did for Israel was obvious. We learned that instead of 

putting flowers on their graves the Israeli custom is to pick up stones and lay those on top of 

them—a sort of "earth to earth" expression. Jews are buried above ground in stone vaults and 

would never think of allowing a loved one to be cremated since they still believe in a 

resurrection. In fact, the cemetery on the Mount of Olives that looks towards Jerusalem is such a 

coveted place that it is very expensive to get a plot there. (Jerusalem is where everyone wants to 

be when the Resurrection comes—that’s where it’s all gonna happen!)  This is another reason 

why the Holocaust was so very terrible for the Jews—they were not only murdered but burned 

up, leaving no trace. We had our first freshly pressed pomegranate juice on the day we visited 

Ben Gurian's grave and it was amazing to see the huge pile of pomegranites this fellow had 

grown himself and stood there pressing, sometimes with an orange thrown in. We also saw ibex 

on the grounds of where the graves are—beautiful animals with curved, sometimes striped, 

horns.  

The second grave we visited on the way up to Galilee was a woman's. She went only by 

the name Rachel and when he told us about her Shlomo was obviously moved. She was a Zionist 

and a poet who had come to Palestine before it was Israel, contracted TB and died single at a 

young age. She wrote about her passion for her people and for their place in that part of the 

world. He read some of her poetry to us and played a haunting Israeli tune on his recorder. (I 

asked him why every Israeli tune I knew of was in the minor key. He said he thought the Jews 

were all drawn to the ‘minor’ side of life, the difficult, the sad. He said he would much rather 

sing in a minor key than a major one. Even the songs with “happy” texts are set to minor tunes.) 
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Again, rocks were placed on her grave as memorials and signs of respect. It was at that stop that 

I learned that Shlomo's parents were both killed in a car accident—together—after coming to 

visit him at his Tel Aviv university. 

When we were taken to the Holocaust museum on one of our last afternoons in Jerusalem 

Shlomo told us about his family—a terrible and overwhelming story. He told us that he is "not a 

Christian," though he knows just as much of the New Testament as he does the Old, but when he 

was telling us about the "righteous Gentiles" who had tried to save Jews from the Germans in 

WWII he choked up as he described these godly people, especially a couple who took in his own 

cousin who was then a baby. He described them as saying, "How can I face Jesus if I don't try to 

save this child?" There are trees planted for these Gentiles on the grounds of the museum—you 

can see one planted for Corrie ten Boom. Shlomo had two little cousins, one was circumcised 

and the other was not. So many of the Jews really didn't get what serious danger they were 

heading into and they thought—of course—their babies should be circumcised. Often Gentiles 

were willing to take the uncircumcised ones but Shlomo's little circumcised cousin was not taken 

and was not saved. 

The day we went to the Western Wall (the "wailing wall") Rob talked to Shlomo about 

that place. The Western Wall is the only part of the old Temple Mount that the Jews have access 

to now that the Muslims have built the big gold Dome of the Rock there. The Temple Mount is 

what Herod the Great first built on top of the hill where Solomon’s temple was and later Ezra 

and Nehemiah’s temple, before he built the grand third temple on top of it. Rob asked Shlomo 

whether, if the Jews could get that piece of real-estate back and could rebuild the Temple, if the 

blood sacrifices of the Old Testament would be reinstated. Shlomo thought, as did another 

Orthodox Jew whose shop we visited, that the blood sacrifices were passé, that they were now 

replaced by prayers and good works. One wonders, as we listen to Leviticus week after week on 

Sunday nights, how these modern Israelis—the liberal Shlomo we can understand—but how do 

the believing Jews find the freedom to dispense with such direct commands concerning worship, 

holiness and the atonement for sin? If that isn't Phariseeism it's hard to imagine what is. It was 

amazing to me to realize that the scandal of the Gospel really is the deity of Jesus Christ. The 

Jews think he was only a man; in fact, though they are still looking for the Messiah, they are not 

expecting him to be God. I did ask Shlomo at dinner once what they expected the Messiah to be 

or to do and I don't remember that his answer was very clear. I have the impression they think 

he's going to be a political leader, possibly saving Israel from all its enemies (sounds familiar...!) 

but what happens when the Messiah comes, lives his life and dies his ordinary death? What 

then?  

We read in I Peter 2:4-8: “As you come to him, a living stone rejected by men but in 

the sight of God chosen and precious, you yourselves like living stones are being built up as 

a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God 

through Jesus Christ. For it stands in Scripture: ‘Behold, I am laying in Zion a stone, a 

cornerstone chosen and precious, and whoever believes in him will not be put to shame.’ So 

the honor is for you who believe, but for those who do not believe, ‘The stone that the 

builders rejected has become the cornerstone,’ and ‘A stone of stumbling, and a rock of 

offense.’ They stumble because they disobey the word, as they were destined to do.” I gotta 

tell ya that land is full of stones! Everything is built of stone; all the ruins we saw were stones; 

the ground is full of stones—kinda makes this verse come alive. 

The Orthodox Jew, whose shop in Jerusalem we sat in while we listened to him tell us 

about Judaism and how Christians and Jews could begin talking together, tried to tell us that they 
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wear the black clothes, pray with phylacteries on their heads and arms and grow long beards and 

very long, curly sideburns, do all this because they love God so much that they want to do things 

over and above what is required by their laws. He lost me when he said that; I know my own 

heart and I can tell you that the obedience I give the Lord is not purely because I love Him—I 

wish it were. I cannot believe that every single Jew does these things only because he loves God 

and not to earn any standing with Him—especially since they have done away with blood 

sacrifices. Who Jesus was—that is, that He was God—is truly the scandal and the place where 

they stumble. They are monotheists! Paul says, “But their minds were hardened. For to this 

day, when they read the old covenant, that same veil remains unlifted, because only 

through Christ is it taken away.” II Corinthians 3:14 
Seeing this unbelief and feeling it everywhere in all kinds of ways and in all kinds of 

people made me depressed and sad and then when you add in the Muslim hatred of the Jews 

(which is, for the most part, the faith of the Bedouins) and see that they live cheek to jowl 

together in that small place you truly see what an explosive situation resides in Israel. And, of 

course, the Arabs—believing that Abraham was their father too, through Ishmael—were 

displaced, often completely, when the Jews began their immigration. Our own Mark Aown 

would be a good man to talk to about this since his ancestors are on the other side of this whole 

issue! (He has recommended a book called Blood Brothers by Elias Chacour which is written 

from the viewpoint of an Arab boy—a Palestinian Christian—whose family was displaced by the 

Jews when he was little.) It's hard not to believe, though, when you're there and realize all it took 

for there to be an Israel again and in that very place where the Lord sent Abraham to live 4,000 

years ago, that our God does not still have plans for His people. Without His supervision and 

blessing, which, incredibly, included the Holocaust and all the Western guilt over what happened 

to the Jews in it, surely there would be no Israel in Palestine, no Jewish, Hebrew speaking nation. 

And only the Lord can bring His own final, wonderful plan—whatever that is—out of the mess 

that is now there in Palestine. 

So nearer the end of the trip Shlomo taught us another song during the days we toured 

Jerusalem and its environs and it came alive for me as I could see with my own eyes that the old 

city is built on a hill with valleys and mountains on all its sides. It clarifies for me all these 

difficult and complicated issues; it lets God be God and lets me be, well, nobody!—except His 

child, which is the most comfortable and happy thing in the world. I can hear Shlomo’s raspy 

voice singing through the microphone on that bus: 

 

As the mountains are around Jerusalem 

So the Lord is all around His people. (Repeat) 

 

CHORUS: 

From this time forth and forevermore 

The Lord is all around His people. 

From this time forth; it shall ever be 

The Lord is all around His people. 

 

As Mount Zion is in the midst of Jerusalem 

The Lord is in the midst of His people. (Repeat) 

CHORUS 
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