Our Trip to Israel
Chuck Kelley and Kyle Pope (January 24-February 4, 2010)

T

he following are entries that were posted on the Members Section of the church website (www.olsenpark.com) to keep our families and the brethren informed about our status. 
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Day One January 24, 2010.  Chuck and I met at the airport in Amarillo about 3:00 headed for Houston. After saying goodbye to family we passed through security with no troubles. It was not our preference to have to leave on a Sunday, but we have to meet up with folks in Houston at 5:00 AM in the morning and couldn’t have made it any other way. The flights are arranged by a member at Kleinwood in Houston who works for the airline so the round trip costs less than many US flights. We have to travel with him out of the country. Our flight to Houston went very smooth and we made it on time. My nephew picked us up and we are staying at my brother’s house tonight. My brother Curtis is on a preaching trip in Ethiopia and plans to meet us in Jerusalem this week. We have to be at the airport at 6:00 in the morning and will fly to Newark. We leave Newark at 3:55 and fly to Tel Aviv. This is a 10 ½ hour flight and we are scheduled to arrive in Israel 9:15 AM on the 25th. Please keep us in your prayers.
[image: image3.jpg]



[image: image4.jpg]


Day Two January 25, 2010.  Chuck and I woke bright and early this morning and met Scott Powell, a member at Kleinwood who works for the airline. He picked us up at 5:00 AM. We went to the Houston airport and met up with the other folks going to Israel. Jeff Wilson, the second preacher at Kleinwood, and Glenda Schales, who has written a number of songs in our song book, are both going with us. Our flight to Newark left on schedule and we arrived early but had to circle in a holding pattern for awhile because of weather delays. We are now in the airport and should catch the flight to Tel Aviv at 3:55 PM. Ten ½ hours later we should be in Israel. We got a little taste of Israel already. On the plane there was a Hassidic Jew who put on his prayer shawl and phylacteries during the flight. We’re not in Amarillo anymore Toto! Keep us in your prayers.
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Day Three January 26, 2010.  After a long flight we arrived in Jerusalem about 30 minutes early. That put us in Tel Aviv at 9:20 in the morning. Israel is seven hours ahead of Amarillo so it was morning here while it was the middle of the night back home. All of our luggage arrived with us and we had no complications getting through passport control and customs. A bus drove us from Tel Aviv to our hotel in Jerusalem, which was about a forty minute drive. Scott got us checked in and we took about forty-five minutes to freshen up in our rooms and then met back in the lobby at noon to do some exploring with the time we had. Our hotel is only a ten minute walk to the Old City. We entered the Old City through the Damascus Gate. Jerusalem was surrounded by different gates. Although the visible gates were built during Turkish control, beneath these newer gates were the ancient gates from Bible times. The Damascus Gate opens into the Muslim Quarter. The Old City is a maze of narrow streets covered with roofed markets on each side. After making our way through the markets we came to the Western (or “Wailing”) Wall. This wall represents the remains of a wall from the temple mount dating to Herodian times. This the most sacred site for modern Jews. Orthodox and Hassidic Jews throng to the wall and say ritual prayers using leather straps with Scriptures in little boxes which they tie to their foreheads and forearms. They believe that this is literal obedience to the command of Deuteronomy 11:18. However, Jesus rebuked this showy display in rebuking the [image: image6.jpg]


[image: image7.jpg]


Pharisees for making their phylacteries broad (Matthew 23:5). All along the Western Wall Jews chants prayers, bob their heads, and rock their bodies in these prayers. From the Western Wall we walked through the Dung Gate which opens into the Hinnom Valley. This is where the Israelites sacrificed their children to Molech (2 Chron. 33:6). In the time of Jesus this was where refuse was thrown and fires continually burned. The word gehenna which Jesus uses for final punishment, is drawn from reference to the Hinnom Valley. Some ancient excavations are being done there and we were able to see the excavated walls. We walked from the Temple Mount to the Old City of David. It was too late in the day to take the three hour tour of the remains of the ancient city when David reigned. Lord willing we hope to do this tomorrow. By this time most of our group was tired from a long flight and headed back to the hotel. A few of us walked up the ridge of Mt. Zion and passed through the Zion Gate into the Jewish Quarter. As we worked back towards the hotel we passed a section of Roman ruins and a small section of the ancient 8th century walls. As I write we are resting a little while we wait for our meal at 6:30. I’m sure that will be followed by a good night of rest as we catch up from “jet lag.” One final note: we learned when we checked into the hotel that the internet access is not free. It costs about $10.00 for an hour. What we have decided to do is post two days of updates every other day. Thanks for keeping us in your prayers.
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Day Four January 27, 2010. Today was a full day and a very rich day. The hotel provides dinner and breakfast so we started with a good full meal of an assortment of Middle Eastern foods. This included yogurts, fruits, and some of the wonderful breads we smelled at the markets all day yesterday. Then Chuck and I headed off to catch the tour of the City of David. After a few wrong turns in the city we found ourselves outside of the Jaffa gate trying to figure out which way to go. As we wandered in the general direction of the Old City of David a man told us he would show us how to get there. No one here just shows you how to get somewhere. The expectation is that they will be paid for their service. He caught us on this one and we ended up having to pay a couple of dollars each. We made it to the site just in time for the tour. The “City of David” is the name for the oldest section of what was the ancient Biblical city of Jerusalem. Originally this was a Jebusite city, but David conquered it and made it his capital (2 Sam. 5:6-10). Later when the city grew around it it was also call the Ophel (2 Chron. 27:3). This three hour tour was wonderful! It started with a film which allowed us to visualize what the ancient city was like through the ruins and modern development. We then started down. I had never realized how steep the hills of Jerusalem actually are. It reminds me of the Ozark hills where I grew up. In addition to this ancient cites are built on top of one another, so to see ancient sections you have dig down. We saw ruins of what is believed to be the palace complex. We saw walls from the time of Manasseh. We saw the water shaft some think Joab used to conquer Jerusalem for David. We even saw Hezekiah’s tunnel which was dug from two sides to meet in the middle when Assyria was invading (2 Chron. 32:30. Finally we saw the pool of Siloam where Jesus healed a blind with the steps leading up from it towards the temple (John 9:11). It was a three hour tour but it was great! We ended the day with a trip to some museums which hold some of the Dead Sea scrolls and models of Jerusalem from the 1st century and from David’s time. Our legs are tired but our hearts and minds are full.
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Day Five January 28, 2010. Today was a fairly free day for us. The group planned to meet together at 2:30 to go to the Garden Tomb, but all the rest of the day was free. At breakfast we learned that it was possible to go onto the temple mount in the mornings before 10:00. When we learned this we headed there as quickly as possible. We had not been able to go any other day. A month or so ago the Jewish mayor of Jerusalem went onto the mount and it created a political stir among the Muslims who control the site. Since then things are much more restricted. The temple mount is where the temple itself stood in the days of Solomon and Jesus. Since the destruction of the temple in 70 AD and the rise of Islam it is now a Muslim site. On it is the Muslim Dome of the Rock, where they claim Abraham sacrificed Isaac. In spite of the Muslim shrines that are all over the temple mount it was quite humbling to recognize that in this same place, centuries ago, the Lord filled the temple with His presence in a cloud (2 Chron. 7:1-4). From the temple mount you can see the Mount of Olives and the Kidron valley. From the wall you can look down on the tombs which are in the Kidron valley and get a sense of how high it sits above the city. After we left the temple mount we made it to the Rockefeller museum, which houses numerous archeological artifacts spanning both Old and New Testament periods. These included coins, pottery, ossuaries, weapons, and inscriptions. After a few free hours we then joined the group at the Garden Tomb. This site, just outside the Damascus gate, is an ancient tomb which used a rolling stone to seal it. Since the 1800’s some have held that this fits the Biblical description of the tomb of Jesus. In modern times most scholars have returned to the view that the site of the so-called “Tomb of the Holy Sepulchre” may sit atop the ancient site of Jesus’ tomb. Even so, it was interesting to see this site which was located in an ancient garden owned by a wealthy land owner. Scott asked me to lead a few songs and it was touching to consider (regardless of where the actual place was) that Jesus died for us in this very city. Tomorrow we go to Qumran, Masada, and the Dead Sea. Thanks for your prayers for us.

Day Six January 29, 2010.  Today was our first tour day. Originally Scott had only scheduled three days but when he learned that many people in the group wanted to go to Masada he scheduled a fourth day for us to do this. Chuck and I both expressed an interest in seeing Qumran at the same time, so the guide agreed to work this into the schedule. Our day began very early. Chuck woke up before any of us, but all three of us made it to breakfast shortly after it started at 6:30. The group was supposed to meet at 8:15 to depart around 8:30. Our guide for the next four days is an Israeli who was born in Romania. As we left the city on the road to Jericho it is amazing to see how quickly the terrain changes. The lush vegetation which is in Jerusalem changes to barren, rugged, rolling hills with steep valleys. The elevation also drops quickly as you descend to the lowest place on earth—the Dead Sea. This made a couple of things dramatically clear. First, it is little wonder that Jesus used this place in the parable of the Good Samaritan to describe the dangerous road where a man was robbed and left for dead (Luke 10:30). This desolate wilderness could easily conceal criminals awaiting passing travelers. Second, it also became clear why this is described as going “down from Jerusalem to Jericho” (Luke 10:30). The hills of Jerusalem drop down to 1300 feet below sea level at the Dead Sea, just south of Jericho. Our first stop was Qumran, the site of the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Among these scrolls were the oldest manuscripts of the Old Testament ever found. This discovery made in the late 1940s further confirmed the reliability of the Old Testament text which has come down to us. Next we went to Masada, where Herod the Great constructed a huge palace and defensive stronghold. It is best known for its role in the Jewish rebellion after the destruction of the temple. Zealots fled to Masada and held out against the Romans for nine months, then took their own lives the night before the Romans breached the stronghold. After this we stopped for lunch at En Gedi, a lush oasis between Qumran and Masada near the Dead Sea. David used this area as a stronghold before he became king (1 Sam. 23:29; 24:1). Across the Dead Sea we could see the mountains of Moab in modern Jordanian territory. It was beautiful. A little further north we could see Mt. Nebo, where God showed Moses the Promised Land (Deut. 32:49; 34:1). It was getting late in the day but Scott had asked the guide to see if we could look quickly at Jericho. Jericho is in the West Bank, controlled by the Palestinian Authority. This meant that our Israeli guide could not go there. About five minutes from the city he got out and our Palestinian bus driver took us to the site. The site of ancient Jericho has not been kept up very well but you could still see some ancient walls, part of a tower, and imagine this once great city which the Israelites conquered (Joshua 6) and where Jesus met Zaccheus (Luke 19:1-10). Tomorrow we travel north and will stay in a hotel in Tiberias. We don’t know if it will have WiFi so we are posting tonight. We will return to Jerusalem after this. We have learned that Amarillo is supposed to get hit with a winter storm.  Our prayers are with you during the snow and ice.

Day Seven January 30, 2010.  When we got to Tiberias tonight we found out that they do have WiFi a little cheaper than we could get it in Jerusalem so we are updating today as well. Today began very early. We had to eat and be checked out by 8:30. We then began our official tour day in Jerusalem. Having been here for a few days we were somewhat familiar with part of the city, but this allowed us to fill-in some places we had not yet been. First we went to the Mount of Olives. This vast hillside across from the Temple Mount is a huge graveyard area. Spreading down the slope of the hill are white concrete graves. There are also two churches built to commemorate two important events which took place there. First, Jesus probably wept here over the city of Jerusalem, as recorded in Luke 19:41-45. This would have been the first place He would see the city when coming from Bethany (Luke 19:28). Second, this is the site of the Garden of Gethsemane. There are some very old knotted olive trees there which they try to claim have come from the original trees there in the days of Jesus. Josephus claims that after the destruction of the Jerusalem the Romans cut down almost all trees in the city. Even so, it was somewhere on the Mount of Olives where Jesus suffered before His death (Matt. 26:30, 26). We then went to the site believed to be the house of Caiaphas, the High Priest when Jesus was tried (Matt. 26). Beneath the house is a prison where there is some evidence of a room where prisoners were tortured. Then we passed through the Old City and saw some of the places the religious world has identified with scenes in the life of Christ. Many of these date back to the time of Constantine, whose mother Helena traveled to Jerusalem and arbitrarily decided where certain shrines should be erected. This has led to blatant idolatry in many sites. We could see people kissing stones and kneeling to images. This was sad to see. However, where there is more concrete evidence of an identification of a Biblical place, it was humbling and touching to be where our Lord taught and suffered years ago. Perhaps the most touching example of this to me was near the close of our day. Near the temple mount, just before we left the Old City are the ruins of the pool of Bethesda. Here Jesus healed a man unable to get into the pool on his own (John 5:2-10). Throughout the day we read Scriptures associated with the true events in the life of Christ and sang songs when we were able. Glenda taught me two new songs she has written and we sang them together with the group. At Bethesda there was a large chapel with wonderful acoustics. It nearly bought chills to my neck as we praised our God in song in this place where Christ once walked. As it was growing dark we headed north to the Sea of Galilee and checked into our new hotel in Tiberias. It was a great day!

Day Eight January 31, 2010.  Today focused on the Sea of Galilee. Our hotel sits on the coast of the Sea but oddly enough we could barely see it. Today there was an unusual haze in the air from dust in the air from the previous day. As the day wore on it cleared some, but the clearest views of the lake came near the close of the day. While it is called in Scripture the Sea of Galilee it is what we would consider a lake. You can normally see across it easily. As I type this I can see the moon reflecting in the water lighting the opposite shore. Tiberias is about half way up the coast on the west. We took a boat from Tiberias to the northern part of the lake. Along the way we stopped and worshipped briefly in the calm of the lake. We arrived on the north shore to a museum that houses a first century boat that was discovered some years ago. It allows us to see what a boat from Jesus’ day would have looked like. From there we went to a mountain that may have been the mountain where the Sermon on the Mount was preached (Matt. 5-7). From there we took a beautiful walk down to the shore. Our guide pointed out to us mustard plants, and other plant life along the way. Next we went to the ruins of Capernaum, the city where Peter lived and where Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law (Matt. 8:14). Ruins of an ancient synagogue can be seen along with other ruins of the ancient city. The basalt foundation of the synagogue may be part of the synagogue of Jesus’ day which was built by the centurion whose servant Jesus healed (Luke 7:1-11). Next we went to Kursi, a site which may be the place where Jesus cast out the legion of demons into a herd of swine (Mark 5:13). There is a high cliff which lay closer to the coast in ancient times. We then made our way to the Golan Heights. It is difficult to express what a dramatic difference it is to see the different terrain in the north as compared to the barren dry desert of the south. The green rolling mountains of the ancient region of Bashan climb to a breath taking view of the Jordan Valley. We stopped at an old bunker where we could look down and see the mountains of Syria on one side with the Yarmuk river cutting through it, on the other side was the lush Jordan Valley. It was beautiful! Finally we circled the rest of the way around the lake and stopped at the Jordan River. This is not a river like the Mississippi river, it is more what we would call a stream. Even so, it was beautiful.  We were north of this event happened, but you can understand why it would be such a difficult thing for the multitude of Israelites to cross the Jordan (Joshua 3). When we returned to the hotel a place was provided for us in the basement to have worship services. We sang, prayed, observed the Lord’s Supper, and Scott gave a very moving lesson. It was a wonderful day. Tomorrow we return to Jerusalem.

Day Nine February 1, 2010.  Today was the last day of the organized tour. We left Tiberias early and headed for Nazareth. Nazareth was the home of Jesus as a child, and where they tried to throw him off the brow of a hill when He began his ministry (Luke 4). There is little that remains of the ancient village. Churches have been built over some ancient ruins which they claim are the sites of the announcement to Mary, Joseph’s workshop, and the home of Mary. Of course there is no way to know if this is true, but we can know that this was the city where Jesus spent much of His life. There are a number of steep hills which may have been the place where they tried to kill Him after He spoke in the synagogue. Next we headed to Megiddo. Cutting through the Jezreel valley, the location of so many ancient battles, we stopped at a field of wild flowers. It seemed strange to see such beauty in a place of so much death. Above the wide valley sits the ancient fortress of Megiddo. This complex, fortified by Solomon (1 Kings 9:14) and where Josiah was fatally wounded (2 Kings 23:29), has stables believed to be where Solomon kept his numerous horses. After this we went to the mountains of Carmel. Somewhere along these mountains Elijah defeated the prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18), and brought to an end the drought in Israel (1 Kings 18:44). Overlooking modern Haifa, we had a beautiful view of the Mediterranean. The last site of the day was Caesarea, the great port city built by Herod the Great in honor of the emperor. There are vast ruins here which include a theater, the ruins of the hippodrome (i.e. chariot track) and the marketplace. Here there was an early church (Acts 18:22), Cornelius was converted (Acts 10), and Paul traveled here in chains (Acts 23:23). It was beautiful and touching to see such a vast site where the Apostles worked. As the Sun went down we made our way back to Jerusalem. It was a great day.
Day Ten February 2, 2010.  Today we had a day free to go where we chose. Some of the group went home this morning. Others chose to go on a trip to Bethany and Bethlehem. Still others stayed in Jerusalem and looked around the Old City one last day. Curtis and I went on an adventure. Curtis met a cab driver when he first arrived who told him that he could take passengers to Hebron. Hebron is in territory controlled by the Palestinian Authority. Last night Curtis called him and made arrangements for him to pick us up in the morning and take us all the way to Beersheba then to Hebron and Bethlehem. The drive was very interesting. We passed out of the mountain territory in to the foothills known as the Shephelah. On the way we passed Beth Shemesh, where the Philistines sent the ark back to Israel pulled by cows (1 Sam. 6). We passed the modern city of Qiryat Gat, the site of the ancient Philistine city of Gath, the home of Goliath (1 Sam. 17:23). The terrain changed quickly from wooded hills to green flat plains. It reminded me of western Oklahoma. By the time we reached Beersheba it was more barren. East of the modern town sits the tel (a high mound of accumulated levels of cities over the centuries). There have been excavations done here revealing a huge complex of ancient buildings. Beersheba was where Abraham and Abimelech swore an oath together (Gen. 21). Next we headed to Hebron. The flat green plains changed quickly to rugged rocky hills. Hebron was David’s capital for 7 ½ years(2 Sam. 2:11) and the location of the Cave of Machpelah, where Abraham was buried (Gen. 25:9). This rugged war-torn city has a mosque over what is believed to be the Cave of Machpelah. This is an unusual site in that it has a Jewish half and a Muslim half. We went into the Jewish half and saw monuments dedicated to the various patriarchs. Last we went to Bethlehem and Rachel’s tomb. Like many sites in Jerusalem, both of these sites are covered by shrines. Even so, it was nice to know that this was once the place of our Lord’s birth. What a wonderful day. What a wonderful trip. Tomorrow we head home. Amarillo, here we come!
Day Eleven February 3, 2010.  Today we start home. As I write this update we have made it through customs, security, and are waiting for our flight. It is 10:00 AM Israeli time and we are scheduled to arrive in Newark around 4:00 PM. We have a lay-over in Newark and then should arrive in Houston at 10:15 PM. In modern Hebrew there is an expression “beseder” that means “I’m OK.” As I went through security I asked one of the security ladies in Hebrew ma shlomek which means “how are you.” She responded with a phrase I didn’t know – “sorobo.” When they realized I didn’t understand them, one of the others explained it means “I’m ok.” So, I asked if it was like beseder? She said, “yes, but it is cooler.” As we head home I am happy to report, both Chuck and I are “sorobo!”

Day Twelve February 4, 2010.  After 16 hours in flight yesterday we made it to Houston and Scott dropped us off at my brother’s house. Two bags which Chuck and I checked in Tel Aviv were sent all the to Amarillo so Chuck had to get get an overnight bag at the airport. I called Toni last night and she told me that snow was forecast for today in Amarillo. Our flight was delayed but after arriving at the airport at 7:30 AM, we left Houston at about 9:30. We have been from the Dead Sea to the Sea of Galilee; from deserts to wooded mountains. It has been a wonderful trip. Even so, the snows of Amarillo look pretty good from the airplane window. It is good to be home!
The Western Wall





Hezekiah’s Tunnel





The Dome of the Rock                                      on the Temple Mount





Caves as Qumran





Ruins of the Pool of Bethesda





Synagogue at Capernaum





Modern Day Haifa                                      From the Carmel Mountain Range





The Ruins of Beersheba








