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Holy Land Tours - Day 3. A story sermon told at Mt. Hope on June 23, 2013 by Rev. Steven 

Schafer. Text: Matthew 2: 1-18.  

 

 The day was warm and breezy on the third day of Silas' Holy Land Tour. 

Julie came in early, knowing Silas would be there promptly at 10:00 when the 

office was scheduled to open. It was such a nice day that she propped the door 

open to let in some fresh air and opened a window and to get a little breeze 

flowing through. At exactly 10:00 Silas walked in. 

 "Mr. Mekaver - so good to see you," greeted Julie Swenson. "I'm so sorry 

about last Saturday. You weren't back by closing time and I needed to do an 

errand so I closed up, knowing you could get out when you arrived home. I hope everything went well 

and my not being here when you got back was OK." 

 "Oh, yes. It was. Don't think a thing of it. I just let myself out. I'm afraid that I pressed the button 

twice though. Any idea where I would have ended up if I had pressed it only once like you told me 

to?" 

 According to the computer, the first press landed you somewhere along the Jordan River while 

John was baptizing. My guess is it would have been just before or during the time he baptized Jesus. 

That would have been pretty awesome to see. Sorry you missed it. PLEASE. Press the button only 

once this time."  

 "What a trip, Julie. I thank you so much for making all this possible. Last Saturday I 

experienced something I've never dreamed of experiencing. Last Saturday I met Jesus in the flesh - 

virtually, I suppose. He spoke to me! He called me by name! He cooked fish for us and it was, without 

exception, the most extraordinary experience of my life. I've been a Christian on and off since I was a 

child. I've talked about knowing Jesus, but this was something else. I MET him! We talked. He gave 

me a hug - Jesus gave me a hug! If I never went on another day of these Holy Land Tours just last 

week would have been worth a thousand times what the whole thing cost. Julie - I met Jesus in the 

flesh! I really did!" 

 "That sounds pretty awesome, Silas (may I call you Silas?). I've never actually gone myself. 

You know how it is. Travel is expensive and I don't earn all that much here. I just read and dream of 

someday going where I send our clients. So you think this Real Virtual Reality seems pretty real?" 

 "I don't think it's virtual. I think I have really been in the places you've sent me. In fact, I've little 

doubt about it. I don't know how it's possible but I've BEEN to Mt. Carmel and I've BEEN to 

Capernaum and the Sea of Galilee. I really have." 

 Julie smiled. "I'm glad you like it. I really am.  Ready to go again?" 

 "I'm ready," said Silas. Silas knew the drill. He walked over to the 

blue door, opened it, stepped in and closed the door. But Julie knew he 

wasn't going anywhere just yet. She hadn't given him the pendant yet. 

So she pulled open her drawer, took out the pendant and took it to him. 

She opened the door and, at first, thought he was gone. But he wasn't. 

He had just bent down to tie his shoe. Silas didn't see her and, when he stood, he practically knocked 

her over. Just then the door caught the breeze in the office and slammed shut, knocking Julie into 

Silas, already a bit unsteady from having practically knocking her down when he stood. In the jumble, 



2 

 

somehow Julie (or Silas - neither ever knew which) must have accidently pressed the button on the 

pendant because, after some awkward apologies for intruding on one another's personal space, Julie 

opened the door - - to find herself and Silas no longer in the Travel Agency Office. Exactly where they 

were she couldn't exactly say. 

 Julie was frantic. She was not authorized to take a Real Virtual Reality Tour. But even more 

concerning was the fact that she had left the front door to the office open with no one there - and 

there wouldn't be anyone there all day. Her employers would be furious. Participants had no control 

over when the RVR ended. It was all automated and programmed. There was no way to get "back" 

no matter what. 

 Silas consoled Julie - said he didn't mind her being along (although she was an unexpected 

travelling companion and he hardly knew her - it would probably be OK). "Where do you think we 

are?" Silas asked.  

 "I don't know. I can't think of any palaces in Biblical times but this seems to be one. I see we're 

dressed in robes of first century courtesans. That must be who we are today." 

 "Courtesans? Aren't those some kind of sex slaves?" 

 "No - well, yes - but not in ancient times. A courtesan back then was a person who was trusted 

with state secrets - more than a servant but less than a dignitary. A courtesan is a person who 

"courts" the king - does his bidding - makes sure all around him goes well." 

 "Cool. So who's court do you think we serve?" 

 "Not sure." Julie walked over to a window and looked out at the 

valley below. "I know just where and when we are," said Julie. Look 

down there. That's the Dead Sea." 

 "I've heard of that. It's really beautiful. Doesn't look dead to me. 

Why do they call it that?" 

 "Down there is the lowest elevation on earth - 1388 feet below 

sea level. When water gets to the Dead Sea there is nowhere for it to keep flowing. It sits there until it 

evaporates, leaving all the minerals behind. It is so mineral laden that nothing lives in it - no fish, no 

insects, nothing. Birds don't even fly over it because there is nothing for them there. A person can lay 

down in that water and, because it is so heavy, float just like you're on an air mattress. I have no 

doubt that we are in the fortified palace of Herod the Great." 

 "Isn't he the Herod who tried to kill Jesus by killing all the babies under age two - the one the 

wise men met with?" 

 "Yes, he's the one. I'm not sure what we are expected to do here, but I do know we don't want 

to get on his bad side. He was the madman who murdered most of his own family - unbounded 

ambition - about as ruthless as they come," said Julie. 

 "So are we in Jerusalem or where?" asked Silas. 

 "We're at a place called Massada - about 60 miles south of Jerusalem. 

Herod expected that everyone was as ruthless and cruel as himself so he built this 

magnificent get-away down here (or, rather, up here) - on top of this rock plateau 

as a safe refuge. He built it with slave labor, of course. It was built with tiers - each 

being practically a palace in themselves. He even had a small swimming pool. Can 
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you imagine. This is an arid country. How did they get the water up here - enough to fill a swimming 

pool?" 

 "I think I know the answer to that," said Silas. "When I was at Mt. Carmel I was a water carrier. 

Backbreaking work. I can't imagine the work involved." 

 "Look over there. There's a statue of the great man himself," said Julie.  

 "He looks pretty ordinary," said Silas. "I guess you can never tell on the 

surface what is in a person's heart and what cruelty may live inside." Then he added, 

"Well - Let's go see what comes next."  

 But what came next rather surprised both of them. There seemed to be 

nobody around. They were the only ones there. No servants, no royals, no other 

courtesans. Nobody. Apparently Herod was off somewhere finding people 

to torture or finding new sites to build things. As evil a man as he was, 

Herod the Great built more amazing physical structures during his reign 

than anyone in the history of Israel. He built the second Temple in 

Jerusalem, one wall that still stands  as the most sacred place in the world 

to Jews - the famous "Wailing Wall." He built the port of Caesarea that is 

there to this day and he built the amazing Harodian theatre.  

 "So what do we do now," said Silas. "With no one around do we just 

sit around?" 

 "I shouldn't think so," said Julie. "There is a palace to explore. I'd 

love to go down to the Dead Sea and slather myself with the mineral mud 

down there. It's supposed to be great for your skin - sells for a fortune at makeup counters." 

 They were in the lower northern terrace so they looked around there for a while before 

climbing the stairs to the second terrace and then up to the top. They explored the wonders of the 

great man's palace for a couple of ours then went out onto the plateau. There were a number of other 

buildings there - servant's quarters, storehouses, ritual baths, a large cistern. The whole thing - the 

entre plateau -  was surrounded with a fortress type wall.  

 "Look at that wall," said Silas. "Who's going to attack this place?  It's in the middle of nowhere 

with 1300 feet cliffs." 

 "Well - let me tell you a story," said Julie. "Let's find a shady spot. It's really hot under this sun." 

So they found a sliver of shade to the side of the west palace near the center of the plateau. "Herod 

built this place in about 37 BC. It was never used much for obvious reasons. To difficult to get to, to 

hot up here, too far from Jerusalem and, of course, the busyness of being king. So Herod only really 

came here when he desperately needed to get away. After Herod was gone the place was pretty 

much abandoned. The Romans did use it as a training ground of sorts. In about the year 66 there 

was a Jewish rebellion against the Romans and a group of dissidents, using some trickery, managed 

to take it over and they began using it as a rebel base. They brought their families up here. They 

brought food and supplies enough for a very long time. They lived up here for seven or eight years - 

about 960 people. 

 "A man named Lucius Flavius Silva was the Roman governor of the region and this was a 

huge embarrassment to him and the rest of Rome - rebels living in palaces thumbing their noses at 
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the powers that be. He dedicated himself to routing and destroying the rebels at any cost. 

 "As it turned out, it did cost plenty. Like you said, Silas, it is 1300 feet of cliffs - virtually 

impossible to capture. There are three paths up - lots of switchbacks and narrow - no way of getting 

an army up without being slaughtered from above. As bizarre as it seems, Silva decided there was 

only one way to get up there - build a ramp to the top. He set up several army camps around the base 

and spent the next year and a half building a ramp to the top.  

 "It took 15,000 soldiers working virtually around the clock to 

build it. If you look in some of the travel literature back at the office you 

can see the ramp - it still exists.  I'm guessing that, in today's money, 

the project cost right around $600 million. When the ramp was 

complete they pushed their battering rams to the top and knocked 

through the wall. There was no resistance because everyone up there 

was dead. They had made a pact with one another that, when the end was near they would not give 

the Romans the satisfaction of killing the men and raping the women and slaughtering the children. 

They would end their lives. But suicide is one of the worse sins in the Jewish religion so fathers killed 

their wives and children (a horrible, gut-wrenching sin) and then one another and only the last man 

killed himself." 

 "Whoa!" said Silas. "That's almost too much to take in. That's going to happen right here?" 

 "In about a hundred years." 

 "I am speechless," said Silas. "I've never heard of such bravery and resolve to not 

surrendering. That story is sad and inspiring and horrible and amazing all at once."  

 "This place will become the physical embodiment of what has sustained Israel for the past two 

thousand years - a resolve to never let one's enemies win. It is what has kept this tiny nation, 

surrounded by powerful enemies on every side, alive. I'm pretty sure God has had something to do 

with that, too - you know God's "chosen people" and all.  Every seventeen 

year old - young men and women - serves in the military in Israel. When 

they are inducted - sworn in - they are brought here for the ceremony."  

 "I'm sure that kind of heritage of bravery and determination really 

has made all the difference," said Silas. "And I agree, even with that, God 

had to have His hand in sustaining the people. How else could their survival be explained?" 

 "Interestingly," said Julie, "most Isralies are pretty godless. There is a large population of 

Orthodox Jews, of course,  but, for the most part, God doesn't have any part of the hearts of the 

people." 

 "For having not really travelled much, you certainly know a lot about this place," said Silas. 

 "I'm a travel professional. It is my job to know all about the exotic places I send people. I've got 

to say - this is great. I'm glad I stumbled into you." 

 

 Julie and SIlas decided that they had explored the palaces enough, so decided to take the 

switchback path down the mountain and make their way over to the Dead Sea. It wasn't a hard trek 

down (going down is always easier than going up - they couldn't imagine how arduous the journey up 

must be). Julie told Silas that in modern times there would be a cable car taking 

people to the top. 
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 When they got to the Dead Sea they both were again amazed by how beautiful and "normal" 

the water looked.   They both really wanted to go in but neither felt they knew one another well 

enough to go skinny dipping.   

 

 But Silas was wearing boxers so he stripped down and headed for the 

water. Julie was wearing a sun dress but just couldn't pass up this 

opportunity so, taking nothing off, she ran for the water too, where Silas was 

already floating and laughing at the sensation. 

 After spending nearly an hour in the water, Julie wanted to try the 

mud. She and Silas went to the shallows and reached down through the 

water and scooped large handfuls of the mineral-laden mud and slathered it 

all over themselves. "I wish we had a camera," said Julie. We must look 

quite a sight - I know you do." 

 Julie had no idea how long you were supposed to wear the mud 

before it had any kind of therepeutic effect so they sat on the beach chatting 

until the mud began to dry.  

 "Julie, I'm only in my third day of this tour but I've already experienced and learned and seen 

so much. Today wasn't as much about God as the first two days but it has been fantastic," said Silas. 

 "God isn't always 'in your face,' you know," said Julie. "Sometimes God whispers in the midst 

of everything around us and we simply need to be atuned to that 'still, small voice.' I heard God today 

in the heart-wrenching acts of those rebels. I think He was weeping. I saw God, somewhat disguised, 

in the magnificence of that mountain palace. If 'man' can design and construct such an awesome 

place for himself what must heaven be like? I even saw God, Silas, as I watched you float out in that 

water. It seemed impossible but God is the God of the impossible. And we both recognized God's 

hand in the preservation of this holy land." 

 "I guess you're right," said Silas. "God is everywhere and involved in everything. No escaping 

that fact. He is there if and when we want to see Him." 

  

 The mud was starting to feel itchy by now, so they decided to wash it off. Silas didn't think his 

skin felt any different. Julie was sure her's did - softer, smoother... 

 The sun was nearing the horizon - illuminating Masada. It was 

the ending of another day. Julie and Silas were tired but thrilled at all 

they had done. Julie ducked into a little cave near the shore to wring 

out her wet clothes. A few minutes later Silas heard her call to him. 

"Silas - come in here." Silas ducked in and, when his eyes adjusted to 

the darkness he realized they were in the Travel Agency Office.  

 Julie found the light switch and turned on the lights and was 

delighted to find that the wind had apparently blown the front door 

closed and, since she hadn't turned the lock crank, it had latched and locked. 

 "Thank you, Silas, for letting me tag along today. It was marvelous. And I agree. It was far 

more real than virtual. I'll never forget it." 

 Silas smiled. He would never forget it either. And maybe his skin DID feel a little softer.  
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