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A couple weeks ago, | stood on the hill where (by tradition) Jesus ascended from Earth to
Heaven. | knelt beside a new friend Rev. Darryl. He's Dean of the Cathedral at Bunbury in
Australia, and we took turns putting our hands on the rock that is said to be the last place
Jesus stood on the earth.
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Today the site is a mosque. Mosques (Islamic worship spaces) include outdoor areas as
worship spaces, so the sacred space is a walled field. At the center stands a small eight-sided
stone building topped by a dome.
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With a generosity of faith, this mosque has allowed permanent stone altars for Christian
celebrations in the outdoor space. The rock (the one said to be the last place Jesus stood) is
inside the structure, but most of the site is open to the sky. It feels like the field is making
room for Jesus to ascend.
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I know that from this hilltop, | can see the walls of Jerusalem and the olive trees all around us.
I can see the edge of the Kidron Valley, where Jewish tradition teaches that the dead will first
rise to see God's glory at the end of times.
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Today, the last Sunday of the season of Easter, we celebrate Jesus's bodily ascension. And,
in Canada, we have set this Sunday aside to honor the faithful Christian community in

Jerusalem. This is Jerusalem Sunday in part because the resurrected Jesus (in some of his
last words in his human body) sends his disciples to Jerusalem to wait for the Holy Spirit.
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Go to Jerusalem, do not leave Jerusalem but wait for the Holy Spirit (more or less Acts 1:4),
says Jesus.
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Now hear this. After the Holy Spirit came on that first Pentecost Day, disciples are sent out
into the whole world. Christians are now accompanied by the Holy Spirit, who abides with us
and in us wherever we might be. Christians are NOT required by our faith to make a
pilgrimage. All places are holy for us because we bring the Holy with us.
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Also, just for our information, God is present with all creation. Creation does not need us
(Christians) to bring the Holy to Creation. And we bring the Holy Spirit with us everywhere we

go.

HLI)—EEbE T, £2TH, #HTH, bICE->TEFELZHLDHDOTT, FUXME
DHBFTHHI=HBIE. TILY L LPZOMDIGATIC <<<$LT LZHEIFHEVDOTT, LAHL, bl
MELLE9, ERF 100 FADFY X FEFELTILY L LAIITEET, IAHHIKILEICR B DI,
DODEEIIBICERINE Mo TIEHY FHA, @5 éﬂ’(h\%bw’cti% DEHA, FUXb
ENTILYL LT DIE, ZNAEbDEMNERZELLEDI DN DT,
Let me say that again. Everywhere and everyone is holy for us. As Christian disciples, we are
not required to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem or anywhere else. But we do. About a million
Christians a year go to Jerusalem. We do not become pilgrims because this practice is
required of us. We are not commanded. Christians go to Jerusalem because it is a beautiful
addition to our faithful practices.
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And here is what a person might learn from a pilgrimage to Jerusalem
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We learn the tastes of the earth in that place. You know how John the Baptist ate locusts and

honey? Some biblical scholars think it was probably not bee honey but date honey. | tasted
date honey. It is sweet, a little like molasses, with an aftertaste of dates.
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And we know how Jesus broke bread with his friends? There was so much good fresh bread
in Jerusalem. There were stalls of bread by all the gates into the old city. We ate bread and

humans, bread and falafel, bread just for the sake of the goodness of fresh bread with friends.
Bread just like I ate a couple weeks ago -fed Jesus
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We learn the smells of dirty streets (and the streets are very dirty) and church incense. Every
church smells like this (invitation to smell the candles handed around). These are beeswax
candles with healing rose oils. Now, for this moment, our church smells a little like Jerusalem.
| lit candles like these in Jerusalem and added the flame of prayer for this community to the
prayers of communities from all over the world.
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| went to Jericho and swam in the river Jorden. | felt the cool river water like a blessing on
warm skin. | slid on the slippery mud of the river bank. Jesus felt that cool water, that warm
earth. My faith is a little more touchable, tangible than it was before.
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Another reason to go on a pilgrimage is to connect with other Christians. We worshiped with
Palestinian Anglican Christians who live in the West Bank. The realities of living with the
Israeli military occupation of Palestine are as much a part of today's reality as Jesus'
experience of Roman occupation two thousand years ago. To get to Sunday worship, we
passed military checkpoints that the priest (and many in the congregation) could not pass.
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| stayed and studied at St George College, and St George Cathedral is Anglican. But
Anglicans are a tiny portion of the Christians in the Holy Lands. Most Christians from the Holy
Lands and immigrated away. It is too hard, too dangerous to live in this land unless a person
feels a call to the ministry of Christian living in this place.
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In Jerusalem, there are (some) more Eastern Orthodox, Armenian, Coptic, and Roman
Catholic communities. For example, | was there for Eastern Orthodox Eastern, which included
the service of the Holy Fire. Every Saturday before Easter, the Patriarch of the eastern church
circles the tomb of Jesus three times before entering the tomb at the Church of the Holy
Sepulcher. Every year a miracle of fire occurs, and the Patriarch brings the fire out and
shares that fire with the community. The fire spreads from person to person in the church and
then out onto the streets of Jerusalem.
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This year the Israel police set up checkpoints and barriers to keep most people out of the
church of the Holy Sepulcher and even out of the old city of Jerusalem. So a friend and | hid
from the police on the city walls and caught that Holy Fire at the gates of the old city. The
candles you have were lit by that holy fire.
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The candles you hold in your hands now are brought from Jerusalem to the world as a
tangible reminder that Holy Spirit, like Holy Fire, cannot be contained in any one place.
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| have never felt faith as tangible and alive as in the passion and energy in the streets that
day. Thousands and thousands of people are pushing to get closer to God.
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Another day | stood in line to touch the tomb of Christ. | stood in a group of older Polish
Roman Catholics for over an hour. This was not a dignified Canadian line. This was a

Jerusalem line. | was pushed and shoved and elbowed and jostled. Not one person was
mean or angry. It was only enthusiasm. Bodies longing to be closer to God.
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As good Anglican protestants, we don't tend to push forward like that. We tend to do a lot of
our faith in our minds instead of our bodies. In Jerusalem, there was much less thinking and
more touching.
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We go on pilgrimage as a useful addition to our faithful practices. Pilgrimage is a practice of
those tangible connects with God. It was the feel of Roman paving stones beneath my feet. It
was the taste of date honey or hearing the psalms in the Judean wilderness where Jesus
would have prayed these same words.
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Sometimes the best reason to go on Pilgrimage is to leave everyday worries behind.
Retreating from practical concerns and focusing only on God for a few weeks. Technically we
can experience God here. Technically God is also in the everyday. God is always present;
God abides with us and in us. God is also in the heat of dishes still warm from the

dishwasher. God is present with the texture of tee-shirt against out skin. God is definitely in
the taste of Naomie’s cinnamon buns. But we get distracted.
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Please don't make less of those distractions. Our busyness is a piece of who we are. The joys
of our work, the pleasure of friends or the sorrows of our hurts help build us into who we are.
God doesn't need us to be different than we are. But by going on pilgrimage, for example,
going to Jerusalem, we get to see without distractions for a bit, which is a beautiful practice.



