
 

Holy Land Tours - Day 4. A Story Sermon presented at Mt. Hope on June 30, 2013 by Rev. Steven Schafer. 

Text: 1 Kings 2: 1-17. 

 

 Silas Mekaver had told everyone about his unique Holy Land Tour via Real Virtual Reality. He had yet 

to convince any of his friends that he isn't just putting them on. "Silas, it can't be done," they said. "The 

technology simply doesn't exist to give the illusion of what you're describing. Maybe someday - but we're 

decades away from that - no headgear - no gloves - no boots - no digitized body suit... So just stop with the 

tales of your great adventures and get back to work." 

 They had noticed, though, that something was different about Silas in the last month. Like everyone, he 

couldn't wait for the weekend to get here, of course, but it was more than that. It seemed that he was 

somewhere else even when he was with you. He couldn't concentrate. He seemed to do a lot of daydreaming. 

He still got his work done, but, for the first time in his life, he didn't seem all that interested in it. And all he 

could do was talk about his 'experiences.' He told them about his fantastical presence on Mt. Carmel when 

Elijah battled the prophets of Baal while he worked as some kind of slave. He told them about visiting Jesus' 

hometown in the guise of a Rabbi. He told them about something called 'Massada' and of mass murder that 

happened there. It was all pretty far fetched. Whatever... 

 

 "Good morning, Silas," greeted Julie. "Ready for another great day of RVR? I'm still basking in the glow 

of our  Dead Sea and Masada experience. That was SO great. I was so glad I got to go." 

 "Yeah. I'm ready to go. You coming along?" asked Silas. 

 "Oh, no. I can't. If the boss ever found out about last Saturday I'd be gone. I can't 

chance it. But I have started a fund for taking my own tour. Maybe in a year or so...  

Anyway, the techs have been working on the program and they think they've figured out 

some kind of probable itinerary - where clients will be going and when. If they are right, 

today you'll be either heading for Bethlehem some time around Jesus' birth or you'll be in 

Jerusalem at the time of Jesus' death. They couldn't determine if it was the beginning or the end of Jesus' life 

but were pretty sure it would be one or the other. Either one will be pretty 

cool - much better than the traditional tours. Look at this picture of the 

supposed place of Jesus' birth. They built a shrine over it with marble 

floors and eternal candles and a hole to look down into to see the 'exact 

spot.' Looks kind of weird to me." 

 "What do you mean 'the supposed place of Jesus' birth'? Do you 

doubt it?" 

 "Oh, very few of the sites on tours are without doubt. Way back in 

the early days of the church - you know, when the church was being persecuted by Nero - he had Christians 

fighting lions in the Coliseum, burning them at the stake - all that stuff... Some time after Nero,  a man named 

Constantine became Emperor. He was out with his soldiers one day about to fight a battle when he looked into 

the sky and saw a cross and saw the Greek words, 'Ἐν Τούτῳ Νίκα' (by this, win). He ordered his soldiers to 

adorn their shields with the cross and went on to victory - and was converted to Christianityh. He then declared 

Christianity the religion of all Roman lands. Christianity went, that day, from being a persecuted religion to the 

"endorsed" religion of the realm. Constantine sent his mother, Helena, to the Holy Land to find sacred Christian 

sites. She simply picked a place and said, 'this is where Jesus was born... this is where Jesus gave the sermon 

on the mount... this is Mt. Calvary where Jesus was crucified... this is where Jesus' tomb was.' Were they? No 

one knows. Guides will tell you 'probably not - but somewhere around here.' But then, the sites MAY be 

legitimate. Helena was there just 300 years after Jesus. So who knows. 



 

 "Take a look at these other pictures. What you'll experience today in 

your RVR will be much different than these." And she showed Silas the 'Holy 

Sepulcher.'  

 "Basically people file past like at a dignitary's funeral and look into this 

structure through a small window." Many tourists, especially Protestants, think 

this just can't be it. They far prefer what is called the 'Garden Tomb.' Scholars 

say this almost certainly is not Jesus' burial place, but it certainly looks more 

like what we envision." 

 "Julie, you are a fount of knowledge. Are you sure you can't to with me?" 

asked Silas. 

 "I'm sure. Now, you better get going. No telling what adventures await you 

through that blue door." 

 "By the way," said Silas. "Someone asked me, when I told them about the 

three doors, what the yellow and red doors are for." 

 Julie smiled, "The yellow one is a broom closet. The red one is locked and I've never seen it open so I 

really don't know. It might be just a door. Or maybe it is something so secret that even I am not allowed to 

know."  

 So Silas took the pendant and sequestered himself behind the blue door. He pressed the button - once 

- noticed that nothing seemed to have happened, but knew that was 

common, so he cautiously opened the door and found himself in some kind 

of giant cathedral. But this cathedral wasn't like any he had ever been in. It 

seemed to have eight sides. The main part was circular with dozens of 

arches all the way around. Above was a high, ornately decorated dome.  

 All the way around the building there were windows - stained glass - with 

simple but beautiful designs. He really had no 

idea where he was or when. He did know that the 

most peculiar thing about this cathedral was what 

was right in the middle, taking up eighty percent 

of the floor space. How it got in there he had no idea. It would have never fit 

through doors - even if the doors where huge. Why it was there, he couldn't imagine. But right there, in the 

middle of this beautiful cathedral, as large as a church sanctuary, sat a rock. A 

rock! Just a rock - a huge boulder - for no apparent reason and with no 

apparent function. Silas had never seen such a huge rock inside a building. In 

fact, he wasn't sure he had EVER seen a boulder inside a building. 

 Perplexed, Silas began to look for a door to get out. He found one and 

went outside. It was bright. He was on a large open plaza. He still didn't know 

exactly where he was until he walked further away from the cathedral and 

looked back. He was shocked to realize that he had been inside the most 

noted and visible building in all of Israel - maybe in all the world. He had just 

come out of the famous "Dome of the Rock." It had never occurred to him that 

it got it's name because it actually had a gigantic rock in it. 

 Silas knew the history, of course. The rock was the location of two 

huge events in history. It was 'supposedly,' for Muslims, the place from which 

the Prophet Muhammad ascended into heaven. Long before that, though, say 

the Jews, it is the place where Abraham prepared to sacrifice Isaac before 

being stopped by God. 



 

 Silas also knew the history of this site. While it is the second most sacred place for Muslims on earth, it 

is also the land on which once stood the famous temple of Herod the Great and Solomon's temple - both 

important historical Jewish structures. On this ground, say the Jews - on the very site of the Dome of the Rock 

- once stood the Holy of Holies - the most sacred place on earth - the home of the Lord God Almighty - and the 

future home of the next temple when the time is right. 

 Silas looked down and he realized that he had no shoes on. That was no doubt because one doesn't 

go into a sacred place in the Islamic world with shoes on. Then he noticed what he was dressed in. He had on 

a long, flowing robe - a white keffiyeh on his head secured by an egal - the black cloth rope that goes around 

the head. Apparently, on this trip, he was a Muslim - no doubt the only way he would have been allowed to be 

in the sacred place. He retrieved his shoes and walked all the way around the shrine. It was certainly 

impressive, this most fought over piece of real estate in the world. 

 Silas could actually see the fortified city wall around Jerusalem from the shrine so he decided he'd go 

check it out.  When he got there he found that there used to be a gate - a passageway - there but that it had 

been blocked up - bricked over. He saw a man there dressed much like 

himself so he had to ask the obvious question, "Salaam, my friend, this is my 

first time in Jerusalem and I am touring. Can you tell me why this 

passageway is blocked - where it leads?" 

 "Salaam Aleichem. Welcome to the Holy City and to the Holy Shrine. I 

am Said. You are?" 

 "My name is Silas Mekaver. Pleased to meet you, Said." 

 "May your journey be pleasant as you visit this most sacred city," said 

Saie. "This, before you, is the Eastern Gate, sometimes called the Golden Gate. It has been blocked off for 

many years.1 Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent blocked it to prevent the Jewish Messiah from returning. 

According to their myth he is to enter the Holy City through that gate. As you can see, that is now impossible." 

 "But can't God's chosen just blast right through?" asked Silas. 

 "In theory, of course. But our ancestors have taken other precautions. On the other side of the gate 

there is a cemetery and the Jews believe that Elijah will precede their Messiah. But Elijah is an Aaronic priest 

and cannot walk through a cemetery and maintain his righteous post. Thus - their prophesy cannot be fulfilled. 

Their Messiah cannot come." 

 "Fascinating," said Silas. "But do we Muslims believe Jewish prophesy?" 

 "Of course not. But why take a chance? The Jews have proven to be quite clever. Besides, the city has 

seven other gates. Passage in and out is not a problem."  

 "Do Jews come up here on the Temple Mount?" asked Silas. 

 "Oh, yes. They do from time to time. But their holy place is the Western Wall - just over there. It is 

sometimes called the "Wailing Wall." 

 "What, exactly, is the wailing wall?" Silas wanted to know. He had heard of it, but really had no idea 

what it was. 

 "It is better to see than for me to tell you. It is just a short walk. Come," said Said. 

 So Silas' new friend took him across the Dome plaza to the 

western wall. They went down some steps and saw the Jewish holy 

place.  There were dozens of Jewish men there, praying and rocking 

and bowing in front of a huge wall. You could hear the reverent hum of 

their voices. It had sort of a "holy" feel to it. 

 "When the great King Solomon built his temple it was enclosed 

in a high wall for protection from enemies," began Said. "When the 

temple was destroyed, shortly after the Christian Jesus was killed, one 

of the outer protective walls remained standing. This is that wall. The 



 

Jews go there every day to weep over their lost temple and to pray for the destruction of our shrine and the 

building of a new temple in its place, where their ancient one stood. That one issue has caused over a 

thousand years of suspicion and distrust. Nothing will ever come of their prayers, of course, but they are 

harmless." 

 Silas now knew when he was - about the year 1000. The dome had been there already for five hundred 

years. The wall a thousand at this point in time. 

 "Can anyone pray at the wall?" asked Silas. He had heard that doing so, for many people he knew who 

had gone to Israel, was the most spiritually profound experience of their lives and he wanted to desperately. 

 "Any man may (not women, of course). But not you. Not I. It is for the Jews. Let them pray in peace, 

alone." 

 That was quite a disappointment. To miss praying at the wall would be the first mar on this RVR thing. 

 "My friend, I must be going," Said said. "I've work to do." 

 "Said, it was so wonderful and generous of you to give your time to me today. I really appreciate it," 

said Silas. 

 "Ah, as you know, the prophet asked us to do good to strangers and to wayfarers.2 It is only right. Be 

well, Silas. Salaam Aleichem." 

 

 Left alone now, Silas couldn't see any reason he shouldn't go to the wall and pray. But he couldn't do it, 

obviously, dressed in the garb of a Muslim. Giving offense would be the last thing he would want. So he went 

away from the wall toward where he was sure the souq would be.3  He 

needed to shed his headgear and exchange it for something else. He took off 

the egal and then the  keffiyeh and walked into the souq bare headed. He 

found a shop that sold hats and head coverings and found a beautiful 

yarmulke. He had no money, of course, so he did what he saw others doing - 

he bartered. He traded the cloth of his keffiyeh for a yarmulke.  He wasn't 

sure he got the better of the deal, but it didn't really matter. He just needed to 

not look so Muslim.  

 But as he made the trade, he saw a group of people carrying crosses pass by. He realized that this 

shop must be along the famous Via Delorosa - the way of the cross. He followed them as they stopped briefly 

at each station along the way - where Jesus stumbled, where the man offered to carry the cross, where he was 

spat upon, where the woman reached out and touched him and was healed.  

The last stop they  made was the church of the Holy Sepulcher, the place where tradition says Jesus was 

buried. Silas almost didn't go in because of what Julie had told him, but he did. 

He got in line to file past the strange little building with the window through 

which you could see a piece of the stone the angel supposedly rolled away. 

Continuing in, following the crows up some stairs he came to a small 

outcropping of rock with a hole in it. The sign said this is the place Jesus was 

crucified - the hole being where the cross was stood up. Suddenly Silas felt like 

a bolt of lightening had hit him. Here, perhaps, was the place where Jesus died 

- over there the place where he was buried - empty three days later - barely 

used. Here was the place where death and sin itself were overcome. Whether 

this was the exact location or not really didn't matter. "Somewhere near here" 

WAS! "Somewhere near here" Jesus walked with resurrected life, the women 

ran, the disciples disbelieved, the angel said "Why do you look for the living among the dead. He is not here. 

He is risen." Somewhere near here Thomas doubted and Peter proclaimed Jesus as Lord and God. Silas 

could barely take it in. But the crowds wouldn't allow him to linger. He moved on and out again, into and 



 

through the souq, and over toward the 'Wailing Wall.' His mind still spinning and his emotions near the surface. 

A tear had formed in his eye. The power of where he was was overwhelming. 

 

 When he got to the Western Wall, he wasn't sure, exactly, what to do. Do you just 

walk up to it? Do you have to pay a fee? Do you have to get permission? Hesitantly, he 

approached the wall. As he did, a man approached him, obviously an Orthodox Jew. He 

wore the Kittel, the robe of the Orthodox, and the Tzitzit, the vest with prayer tassels and a 

kippah on his head. He was dressed all in black except for the white fringes hanging 

below his robe and the tallit - the prayer shawl. He asked Silas if he would like to pray with 

him at the wall. Silas' heart lept. Praying at the holy wall with an ancient Jew - could he 

ask for more? So they went to the wall and the man opened the scriptures for them. "I am 

Abrim. I am a daily prayer with sojourners. Read with me a Psalm of our Lord," said the 

man.  

 "I'm sorry, Abrim, I don't read nor know Hebrew. I can't," said Silas. 

 "No matter. I will say a phrase and you repeat, please."  

 "Adonai, se-fa-tai’ tif-tach’ u-fi’ ya-gid’ te-hi-la-te’-cha," read 

Abrim (ָפַתי , ֲאדֹנָי ְֹ � יִַ�יד ִפי ִ�ְפָ�ח ש  That means 'Adonai, you will" 4.(,ְ�ִהָ�ֿתֶ

open my mouth and my lips will tell of your glory.'" said Abrim. "Repeat 

the words."  

 "Adonai, se-fa-tai’ tif-tach’ u-fi’ ya-gid’ te-hi-la-te’-cha," Silas 

repeated, pretty sure he was butchering the Hebrew language, but 

Abrim didn't seem to mind. They continued on like that through the entire Psalm. Silas didn't know exactly what 

he was saying, but he knew it was from the Word of God in the original language - pretty cool. Then Abrim 

prayed a prayer. Silas had no idea what he said, but he could just feel the man's devotion to God and total 

trust that God was hearing him and would respond.   

 "Now you pray - in your own tongue" said Abrim. "Pray for the peace of Israel. Pray for the preservation 

of Yahweh's people. Pray Yahweh's blessing on all people who seek righteousness." 

 Silas prayed, "O God, you are holy and good. Your works are wonderful in all the earth. Bring peace to 

this land and to these, your people. Teach all humankind to love one another. Amen." And Silas was 

overwhelmed, once again, with the feeling of the presence of God. THIS is what this whole tour thing was all 

about - getting as close to God as a person can possibly get. 

 "Now, my friend, write your most earnest prayer on this." Abrim gave Silas a piece of parchment and a 

feather quill. Silas wrote his prayer, "God - bring all those I love a knowledge of your love and forgiveness."  

 "Fold it and press it into the wall," said Abrim. "Yahweh will hear, every 

day, your prayer. May the Holy One bless you and keep you, may he make His 

face shine upon you and give you His peace." And Abrim went off to find another 

visitor to minister to, leaving Silas to bask in the experience and spend time alone 

at the wall, praying. 

 Silas spent nearly ten minutes at the Western Wall. He didn't pray the 

whole time. He was thinking about what it all meant - the Muslim/Jewish conflict, 

this land torn and divided by people proclaiming peace and devotion to God, the teaching that being righteous 

and good to others is at the core of both faiths yet they can't get along. He wondered how it all fit together and 

what God must think of it. Then he thought about his own faith and the sometimes 

disconnect between what he knows and believes and real life. He pledged himself to 

do better - to letting his daily life reflect more accurately the God who dwells within. 

He knew he couldn't do it on his own any more than Israel and the Muslim world 

could. He again faced the wall and prayed one last time there at the wall, "God - In 



 

myself I cannot find the wherewithal to be the person you want me to be. I cannot obey the commandments. I 

cannot be as good as even I would want me to be. I need your Holy Spirit to strengthen and guide me and to 

make me more and more into the image of Christ. Amen."   

 

 When Silas opened his eyes there wasn't rough hewn stone in front of him now, but rather the back 

side of a blue door. He was home. He paused for a moment before opening the door. He didn't want the 'glow' 

he felt to vanish so soon. 

 "Welcome back, Silas," said Julie. "How did it go? Did you end up at the Holy Sepulcher or 

Bethlehem?" 

 "Actually, neither - sort of. I spent most of my day at the Dome of the Rock. That's where I landed. Then 

I went to the Eastern Gate and then the Wailing Wall. I did get to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, but more 

or less by accident. It was a great and full day. I'm exhausted. By the way, don't downplay the Holy Sepulcher 

to your clients. It really is amazing to be there. You're right, it's certainly not what one would expect - not much 

to see -  but the impact of the place itself is beyond description. I really hope you have the chance to go some 

day." 

 "Me too. I so enjoyed our trip together. Let me just make a note of where you went so our techs can 

add it to their data. You did press the button only once, didn't you?" 

 "Yep. This time I did exactly as I was told." Although he didn't say it, Silas thought that that might just 

become the theme of his life - doing exactly what he's told - by God anyway. 

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

1 Blocked off since 1541. 
2  The Koran 4:36 
3 A Souq is an open-air marketplace in Israel. 
4 Psalm 51: 15 


