
Holy Land Tours - Day 6. A story sermon told at Mt. Hope on July 14, 2013 by Rev. Steven Schafer. Text: Isaiah 

52: 13 - 53: 12. 

 

 "Hello! Anyone here? Julie! Anyone?" Silas arrived for his sixth RVR Holy Land tour day to find no one 

in the office. The door was open and the lights were on so he knew that someone had been there already that 

morning. He figured that Julie must have stepped out for a minute and would probably be right back. Who 

could blame her? It was early morning on a Saturday in July. Stores were starting to open, but most of the 

world was still at home in bed. Silas took a seat in the waiting area. But he was anxious to get going. After a 

few minutes he stood and started to pace a bit. Where could Julie be? This seemed like such a waste of good 

tour time. He looked on Julie's desk to see if she had, perhaps, left him a note. Nothing. He saw a picture of 

her, on the desk, at a park somewhere with her dog. They both looked happy. He saw the typical time tables 

and tour books and maps you would find on any travel agent's desk. And there was an old, worn Bible laying 

there. It wasn't just worn. It was dilapidated. The leather cover was cracked and coming apart. The pages were 

dog eared. The whole thing was just limp. This book had been around a lot longer than Julie or else she was 

the most avid Bible reader he'd ever come across and had been reading this thing for years. 

 "Hi, Silas! So sorry I wasn't here when you arrived," greeted Julie. "It's been such a hectic morning. My 

dog got sick last night so we spent hours and hours at the emergency vet. By the time I got home it was time 

to shower and get to work. I just HAD to have a cup of coffee to get going so I could stay awake today. That's 

where I was - getting coffee. I brought you one - I knew you'd be here already. Do you want it?" 

 "No thanks. I never touch the stuff - love the smell, though. I hope your dog is OK." 

 "Yeah. He just swallowed something he wasn't supposed to," she said. He's fine. I see you found my old 

Bible," It belonged to my mom. It's about a thousand years old. Looks it, doesn't it? I don't actually use it any 

more. My parents bought me a great study Bible last year. I've been trying to figure out ever since then what 

to do with the old one. I've no sentimental attachments to it, really, but it IS a Bible. I don't think I could just 

throw it in the trash. That would just seem 'wrong.'" 

 "Yeah. I know what you mean," said Silas. "Our pastor once said that people are always dropping old 

Bibles off at the church because they don't need them anymore but don't feel they can just toss them out. You 

should see the church library. It's got some great books but more old Bibles than you can count. Nobody's ever 

going to use them, but what're you going to do?" 

 "Oh, my. It's already 10:30. I'm so sorry to have delayed you. You had better get going. Here's the 

pendant. Have fun!" Julie said as she nudged him toward the blue door. 

 Silas opened the door, hesitated a minute, then stepped in. He would never forget last week. Most of it 

was great, but he had been Judas at the last supper and it was pretty unnerving. He hoped today would be 

easier to take. Surely it would. He closed the door, took a deep breath, and pressed the button on the 

pendant. 

 Silas blinked and in the amount of time it takes for one's eyes to 

close and to open again he was somewhere else. The sounds and smells 

and sights of a Jerusalem souq - an open air market -  were all around. 

There were dozens of booths everywhere, selling their wares - pottery, 

baskets, rugs, souvenirs, falafels, toys, and just about anything and 

everything you could imagine - no apparent rhyme nor reason to any of it. 

You either found your treasure or you didn't. Silas could hear the sound of 



bargains being struck. The merchant believing his wares worth a lot more than the customer was willing to pay 

and the customer trying to disparage the quality of the merchandise so he or she could get it for a better 

price. It was all so colorful and unique - nothing like it in the western world. 

 Silas saw a shop, a bit more contained, in a standing building. Young 

men were selling handbags or 'authentic' 'hand stitched' Israeli dresses. It just 

seemed a fun place. They had no customers at the moment. Even tourists 

knew better than to go in. You may or may not get a bargain, but you weren't 

going to leave without tremendous pressure to buy something, so you'd better 

actually want something before even entering.  

 So much color. So much energy. So much noise. So much humanity. It 

practically overwhelmed one's senses to be there.  

 Silas noticed that he wasn't dressed in middle eastern garb as he had 

been on each of his previous tour days. Rather he noted that he wore a pair of 

slacks and 20th century shoes and a long sleeved shirt - not exactly like he 

wore back home - a bit old fashioned, but certainly modern. Somehow, for 

some reason, he surmised that he wasn't in Biblical times this trip. He wasn't 

sure when he was, but he was certain this was Jerusalem - it just felt like it. 

Could it be that he was just a tourist today? He supposed that wasn't all bad. He looked around for some kind 

of clue as to when he was. He saw someone with a newspaper. The headline read, "Gamal Abdel Nasser 

becomes the 2nd president of 

Egypt." He wasn't great on 

history, but wasn't Nasser 

president somewhere back in the 

fifties? Whatever - at least he 

knew he was somewhere in the 

mid twentieth century. He wondered why.  

 Silas wondered through the souq the entire morning. He had no interest in buying anything. He wasn't 

sure he could take it back with him anyway. But what fun just to wonder 

and see and hear a bustling ages-old city that has kept it's unique heritage in 

modern times. "There's nothing even remotely like it in the good 'ol U.S. of 

A." he thought. 

 After he had lunch, Silas found one shop that caught his attention. It 

was some sort of antique shop in what is known as the Muslim Quarter (the 

old city of Jerusalem is divided into four distinct but overlapping quarters - 

the Jewish Quarter, the Muslim Quarter, the Christian Quarter and the 

Armenian Quarter). Silas couldn't help wonder what would qualify as an 

antique in a city that was five thousand years old. By that standard just 

about everything, it would seem, is new. There didn't seem to be anyone 

around, so he went in. As he browsed the wares, a man approached him, rather startling him - Silas had no 

idea where he had come from.  

 "As-Salaam-Alaikum," the man said to Silas. Silas said, "I'm sorry. I don't speak Arabic." 



 "No need, my friend. I speak English. The greeting means, 'peace be to you.' You should 

respond, 'Wa-Alaikum-Salaam.' That means 'and peace unto you.'" 

 "Wa-Alaikum-Salaam," said Silas.  

 "What can I do for you, my friend?" said the man. "My name is Ibrahim 'Ijha.1  Please 

call me Ibrahim." 

 "So nice to meet you Ibrahim. My name is Silas. I'm not really in the market for 

anything. I have no money and couldn't take anything with me even if I did. I'm 'travelling'" said Silas.  

 "Yes, I know. I can tell you're not from Jerusalem. Do you see anything of interest? I can make you a 

good deal - you'll go home with a bargain." said Ibrahim." 

 "No. I really can't," said Silas. "But you've got a fascinating shop here. I've always had a love for old 

things. What's the oldest thing you've got?" 

 "Well, right now only a few hundred years - those old jars over 

there.  And, of course, I've got some coins from the first Christian century. 

But none of that compares to something I could have had. A few years ago 

I was given some old scrolls. If I had known what I had and sold them for 

what they were worth I could buy most of Jerusalem today." 

 "Old scrolls?" asked Simon. "What were they?" 

 "They have become the most priceless antiquity find in all the world 

- perhaps throughout all of human history. Here, sit, the story is long and I wouldn't want you to tire." 

 Silas sat.  

 "Ten years ago," Ibrahim began, "three Bedouin boys. No, wait. Let me back up. Do you know what a 

Bedouin is, my friend, Silas?" 

 "I've heard the word but no, I don't really know," admitted Silas. 

 "A Bedouin is a desert dweller. They are shepherds and herders 

who roam the Israeli countryside, refusing to be a part of our modern 

society. They are everywhere. They keep mostly to themselves.  

 "Do they still exist in modern Israel?" asked Silas. 

 "Yes. They do. There are hundreds of them, perhaps thousands. 

Anyway, three Bedouin boys were out searching for their father's sheep 

one day and not doing a very good job of it. They were cousins: 

Muhammed Edh-Dhib, Jum'a Muhammed, and Khalil Musa. They were 

playing as much as they were searching. They came across some caves 

down near the Dead Sea. They knew that going in was forbidden. Inside 

there could be lions or bandits or any number of dangers. But that didn't 

prevent them from throwing rocks into the caves, seeing who could throw 

further or more accurately - as boys will do. One rock, thrown in, hit 

something that clearly was not another rock. Something shattered. At first 

the boys were frightened, but in that no one emerged, they soon found 

their courage and went into the cave. There, to their astonishment, were 

shelves carved into the cave walls and on the shelves seven clay jars, 

sealed and dusty - one of them now broken. Laying on the ground was a 

parchment. They broke open the other jars and, inside each, was a 



parchment, tightly rolled and brittle. The boys took the parchments back to their parents. The parents didn't 

think much of the find. They were more concerned with the boys not finding their sheep as they should have 

been doing.  They hung the scrolls on one of the tent poles in their home where they stayed for a few months. 

From time to time they'd take them down and show them to friends. No one could figure out what they were 

and why they were in the caves. 

 "I had dealt with Khalil Musa's family occasionally for years. I sometimes helped them peddle their 

wool and some of the trinkets they made or found during their journeys. When they were camping near 

enough to Jerusalem to make a trip in, they brought the scrolls to me. They wanted to know if I would buy 

them for resale. I looked at them. You couldn't even unroll the scrolls without breaking them - too brittle - too 

fragile. I told them they were worthless and gave them back. I told them they had better be careful because 

the writing on the scrolls was Hebrew. They may have been stolen from a synagogue. That could mean 

trouble. I sent them away. 

 "But Bedouins are persistent people. Khalil's parents took them over to the Christian Quarter to see if 

they might be able to peddle them there. They found a Syrian Christian who took them off their hands for a 

few shekels. He then sold them to an antique dealer for $29. It wasn't until two years later - 1948 - just seven 

years ago - that anyone knew what they really were - the now famous "Dead Sea Scrolls." 

 "I've heard of those," said Silas. "I'm not sure I know much about them, though. Where did they come 

from? Why were they in those caves? What makes them so special?" 

 "Ah. Those are the questions. No one knows why they were there. But there are some good guesses. In 

the area where the scrolls were found - Qumran - there once lived a sect of 

Jews called the Essenes. The ruins of their community is still in existence. 

The  Essenes were not priests but ultra pious. Some say your John the 

Baptist may have been one." 

 "MY John the Baptist?" asked Silas. 

 "You are a Christian, are you not? I could tell by the way you are 

dressed and your interest in these things. To many, spiritual heritage is 

meaningless. They do not understand that we ARE where we came from. They do not recognize how much the 

future is influenced by the past. People of faith excel in that regard. Heritage is important to 

Muslims, Jews and Christians. I don't think you are Muslim - now Jewish - so you must be 

Christian. 

 "The Essenes were much like your Catholic monks. They lived communally and were 

dedicated to asceticism, voluntary poverty, daily immersion, and abstinence from worldly 

pleasures, including celibacy. It is believed they were the keepers of the Book. When a sacred 

text had outlived it's usefulness it was entrusted to the Essenes for disposal. But even they 

could not bring themselves to destroy even the parchment on which was written the sacred 

words of Yahweh. It is believed that they carefully secreted the scrolls in jars, sealed the jars 

and deposited them in the safety and anonymity of the caves nearby. 

 "The scrolls are important because they contain the sacred texts of the 

Hebrew scriptures precisely as written two thousand years ago. It had long 

been believed that the scribes, rewriting the scriptures repeatedly for a 

thousand generations would have inadvertently changed God's word into 

something much different than the original. But the scrolls proved just the 



opposite. They were proof that almost NONE of the original had been changed and NONE of the meaning. 

Quite remarkable, really." 

 "Where are the scrolls now?" asked Silas.  

 "Over the last few years many more have been discovered because 

now they are aware where they were and that they existed. Fragments and 

portions have been on display all over the world but most are right here in 

Jerusalem  - in new Jerusalem - at the 'Shrine of the Book.' You should go 

see it. It's a unique building shaped like the lid of one of the clay jars. Inside 

it feels almost holy. It is dark with display cases with fragments under dim 

light and temperature controlled. In the very center is a replica of the entire 

book of Isaiah laid out on a giant scroll. Pilgrims cannot touch but they can see 

this treasure of treasures." 

 Just then a couple of tourists entered Ibrahim's shop and started 

browsing. Ibrahim excused himself to tend to paying customers. Silas thanked 

Ibrahim for his time and the story and gave him a quick wave as he went back 

out into the souq.   

 It was beastly hot that day. Not uncommon for Jerusalem. It was a pleasure to have  been out of the 

sun but even in Ibrahim's shop Silas was dripping with sweat. Silas felt a bit like he was melting. He wandered 

through the Jewish Quarter for a while, looking into the shops, greeting some of the owners, amazed that so 

many of the shop owners were wearing their traditional turbans and robes - 

how hot they must all be.  

 But then Silas found something he never expected to find.  He saw a 

sign that actually said "air conditioned inside." "This is great!" he thought. 

He hadn't thought that ANY of the souq had air conditioning - but there it 

was in what the sign said was "The Temple Institute," whatever that was. He 

decided to go in.  

 As he read about the place on a sign posted just inside the door, he 

was amazed. Apparently this organization is dedicated to getting everything ready to move in to the new 

temple just as soon as the Dome of the Rock is demolished and the new temple built in its place. "Wow! How 

the Muslims must hate this place - or laugh at it," he thought. Admission was free, which was good because 

Silas had no money. He walked through the displays, truly enjoying the coolness there. The explanations said 

that the institute had researched every aspect of Solomon's 

temple - or at least all the things that were in it - and had 

painstakingly made everything exactly as it should be in 

preparation for move-in day. The first truly impressive thing Silas 

saw was a golden menorah. It was huge! It was as tall as a man. 

The sign said it was solid gold, carved from one piece. That would 

make it worth millions and millions of dollars - and according to 

what was said, everything was authentically and exactly 

reproduced. Incredible! Then he saw David's harp, a copper 



dispenser of some sort - it looked a bit like a coffee maker. He saw a silver 

shovel for scooping out ashes from burnt sacrifices, trumpets, and all kinds of 

strange and exotic things, many of which he wasn't sure of the function. 

 In another room were the priest's vestments, made to exact detail as 

they were described in Biblical and other sacred writings.  

 Silas couldn't help but to think this might be one of the most dangerous places in Jerusalem. Here were 

people planning on and expecting the Dome of the Rock to be destroyed. That would cause a holy war like 

nothing the world has ever seen. Here were people pouring their lives and 

energies and tons of money into their dream, allowing people from off the 

street to just come in and be around their multi-million dollar gold furnishings. 

He hoped they had a good security system. 

 Silas didn't really spend too long in the Institute. It was interesting - and 

cool inside -  but seemed, at least to him, a bit divorced from reality - and so 

much different than the rest of the souq that it was odd. So he climbed the few 

steps to the exit - - and as he walked through the door he found himself back in 

the travel agency office. 

 "Welcome back, Silas," said Julie. "I hope you had a good day - one not quite so horrifying as last 

week." 

 "I did," said Silas. "It was a different kind of day, though. I spent half of it just wondering around in the 

shopping district - kind of fun -  and then the afternoon with an old Arab man who told me his experiences 

with the Dead Sea Scrolls. Interesting, but different than any of the other days." 

 "I think it's all planned that way," said Julie. "Sometimes we just get overloaded with the information 

and experiences. You need a day just to hang and let it all soak in a bit. Aren't the Dead Sea Scrolls 

interesting?" 

 "They are. I remember playing the game 'telephone' as a kid. It was fun to know what message started 

and how it got garbled by the third or fourth transmission. The scribes must have been super-diligent people 

to get it right time after time after time." 

 Julie said, "I imagine God had something to do with that, too. Can you imagine how devastating it 

would have been to both the Jewish and Christian 

religions if what we base our faith on was found to be 

wrong? Our faiths are based in historical fact and not 

fantasy. We depend on truth." 

 "I guess you're right," said Silas."I had never 

really thought about that. Faith is believing in things we 

haven't seen but that isn't the same as believing in 

things that may or may not exist. I like that." 

 "See you next Saturday, Silas. Have a blessed week."  

 

 

 

 

 
1 All names used in this story sermon are historically accurate. 


