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Wherever You Go, There You Are 

In my parents’ yard sits a big hunk of limestone. When I was a little girl, we lugged this 

rock home from Osage County, Missouri—a gift from my great-great-uncle Ed, who lived out 

his golden years in a furnished chicken coop.  

I remember how it weighed down the car’s rear-end when my dad heaved it into the 

trunk. A strange souvenir maybe, but it was a special reminder of the chunks of limestone 

scattered over the ground and in the quarry near my great-grandparents’ crumbling homestead. 

At some point, the Lambeths had come from England to live in the hills and hollers of Missouri, 

and the GI Bill brought my grandfather to St. Louis, then southern Illinois.    

 

A Missouri limestone birdbath 

Back to the limestone. It is shaped like a bird’s nest, with rough stone around the sides 

and a shallow pool hollowed out of the top by Uncle Ed, who quarried limestone throughout his 

ninety-some years. Sitting in my parents’ yard, the rock is sometimes a resort pool for birds. 

Sometimes it offers a sip of water for a thirsty animal. Other times, it’s a bone-dry begging 

bowl—asking the skies for a few drops of rain. 

Hot summer days reveal rings of minerals left behind by evaporated rain. In autumn it 

collects dead leaves and debris. In winter it does what a rock does best: sits there, contracted and 

still.  

Although I walked past this rock in every season of my childhood, I never gave it much 

thought until I traveled to Israel on a Holy Land pilgrimage with my church. I noticed from my 

charter bus window the strong resemblance between the highway bluffs and caves of Israel and 

those of southeastern Missouri and southwestern Illinois, where I’ve lived my entire life. The 

landscape of Israel is varied, from desert to lush farmland and even snow-capped mountains in 

the north. If you’re looking for the unfamiliar or exotic, you will find it. But it was the familiarity 

of this ancient limestone landscape that spoke to me. 

**  
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To prepare travelers for our upcoming trip to Israel, Rev. Shane Bishop held a few 

orientation meetings. During one of these meetings, he posed a simple ice-breaker question: 

“What are you most looking forward to seeing on the trip?” Aside from reading the itinerary a 

few months earlier, I had done no research and could barely remember what we were supposed 

to see.  

While many people spoke of longing to walk in the footsteps of Jesus, when my turn 

came, I blurted that I was looking forward to seeing everything there is to see. Which was true, 

but not very interesting, and definitely not an A+ Sunday School answer. 

Truthfully, I’d been thinking of it not as a pilgrimage or religious journey, but like any 

other trip: endure the flight and/or ride, enjoy the scenery, learn cool things, and head home with 

some new insights about other parts of the world. I don’t like to research a locale too deeply in 

advance, probably because I enjoy surprises and possibly because I hate disappointment. It’s part 

of my personal expectation-management system. 

The funny thing about traveling, no matter how exotic or mundane the location may be, is 

this: wherever you go, there you are. I’d love to be tan and thin when I go to the beach, but it’s 

always just me at the beach—with a slight sunburn. Wherever I go, there I am. 

However, at this meeting I realized many of my fellow travelers were expecting a 

dramatic spiritual experience in the Holy Land. I started to reconsider my expectation-

management system. I may be a little slow on the uptake, but I began to wonder if I might 

experience something spiritual and transforming while walking where Jesus walked. 

**  

Back to the limestone, this time in Israel. The Dead Sea is a large bowl about 1,500 feet 

below sea level, with awesome stone ridges sweeping around its perimeter. Stepping down into 

the super-salty, mineral-rich water, I felt like a bird in my parents’ heavy birdbath. The water of 

the Dead Sea seemed strangely alive, lifting me to the surface, surrounding my skin with the 

touch of oily fingers. It was the most astonishing experience of the trip—a bodily experience. 

But I’m getting ahead of myself.  

In this short book, I’ll describe my experiences in the Holy Land through the five senses, 

partly by necessity of not knowing how to wrangle all that I experienced into a cohesive whole, 

partly because spiritual experiences originate in the physical. We couldn’t walk in the footsteps 

of Jesus without having feet, after all. Furthermore, we couldn’t do it unless Jesus had had feet—

unless God had been made flesh. And besides having two feet, Jesus was a man with at least five 

bodily senses like ours. 

When we try too hard to draw sharp boundaries between the physical and the spiritual, 

the mundane and the sacred, we expose cracks in the box we’ve built to contain God. God can’t 

be contained in a box, try as we might, but ironies like this are part of the journey. On a 

pilgrimage to the Holy Land you might notice incongruity between the desire to locate God’s 

presence in stones or cathedrals rather than inside oneself within the body of Christ—or maybe 

the irony of marketing and tourism of God’s localized presence.  



4 

 

Things that make you go hmmm. 

*** 

 

Since I love the water, wading into the Dead Sea was one of the highly anticipated stops 

on the itinerary, and it did not disappoint. When we arrived at the beach area, I noticed a sign 

prominently posted with a list of safety guidelines: “Safe Dead Sea Bathing.”  

I had to read the sign more than once because my jet-lagged brain divided up the words 

into two phrases, “Safe Dead” and “Sea Bathing.” I understood “Sea Bathing” as swimming, but 

“Safe Dead” stumped me. Finally, I put it together more logically—a guide to safe bathing in the 

Dead Sea.  

(Travel tip: blame all confusion on jet lag.) 

Yet in this phrase, “Safe Dead,” is a striking incongruity. As I floated in the strange, 

grayish water, you better believe I kept the safety instructions in mind. I even carried a bottle of 

water to drink while floating out there, heeding the warning to “consume drinking water 

frequently.”  

I’d rather be safe than dead.  

Even so, “Safe Dead” makes a certain kind of sense to followers of Jesus. As a Christian 

I believe there is safety even in death, for the promise of eternal life is at the heart of the Good 

News that Jesus brought to the world—from the precise locality of the ancient Roman province 

of Judea.     

With a wink and a smile at some of the ironies I noticed, I wrote this poem on the bus 

ride back to the hotel, sticky with the distinctive residue of safe Dead Sea bathing. 

** 
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Safe Dead 

Sea Bathing 

the sign 

says, 

conceding 

the fine line 

between safe 

and dead. 

Enjoy yourself  

at Gethsemane, 

place of  

Jesus’ agony  

and suffering. 

I, for one,  

will never be  

the same, 

friends, 

after this trip 

through the 

souvenir 

shop. 

** 

Each of us travels to the Holy Land for different reasons and with varied expectations. I 

wanted to see the places I had read about in the Bible, like the Sea of Galilee and the Garden of 

Gethsemane. I suppose I went to experience the part of the world where God appeared in a 

particular place at a particular time. For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten 

Son to live and die and live again in ancient Judea—to serve the locals and to save the world.  
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The apparent incongruities, like the ones I’ve mentioned, began to make sense to me only 

after returning home.  

Before I get to that, I must tell you about what I smelled. 

     

  



7 

 

Smell 

 

I took my very first flight on an airplane in college when I went on a mission trip to rural 

Mexico. While I don’t remember many details of that trip—the inside jokes that were once so 

funny—I do remember some basic etiquette instructions we were given before leaving, tactless 

mouth-breathers that we were.  

First, they told us not to criticize or complain about the customs we observed in rural 

Mexico. If you absolutely must comment, they said, practice this neutral phrase: “That’s 

different.”  

The second piece of advice was never to comment on smells. While I’m pretty sure there 

was more preparation than this, these are the bits of advice that stick with me years later. Now I 

must apologize to those chaperones for breaking the second rule of Flight Club: some smells 

demand comment. 

** 

After the long flight from Philadelphia to Tel Aviv and bus ride to Bethlehem, I had an 

urge to text my friend Julie back in Illinois, to tell her about the vivid array of smells to be 

smelled. Julie and I both have a highly sensitive sense of smell. While I guess this could be seen 

as a gift—to sniff out gas leaks or bombs maybe?—more often it makes the world feel like 

sensory assault. I did not text Julie, only because I wasn’t familiar enough with the data plan on 

my phone. Plus, nobody wants a message that says, “Wish you were here—smelling what I’m 

smelling.”  

From landing to arriving at the hotel, there were many smells that made me say, “That’s 

different.” Smoke that resembles neither tobacco nor marijuana hanging in the air, spicy body 

odor emanating from strange soaps and perfumes and possibly a lack of deodorant, herbs that I 

can’t quite place, the faint effluvia of a city lacking the infrastructure for regular trash 

management. 
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A traffic circle in Bethlehem 

 

Of all the senses, I wonder, is smell the most vulnerable? You might say, “I can never un-

see this!” but you can close your eyes or look away. Or you can plug your ears. Thankfully, most 

of us don’t have to touch or taste anything we don’t want to touch or taste. But the nose is 

different since it’s also for breathing.  

When my nose picks up a less-than-desirable scent, it reminds me of how the poet 

William Carlos Williams depicted his sense of smell as insatiable: “Oh strong-ridged and deeply 

hollowed / nose of mine! what will you not be smelling?” 

In this poem, Williams goes on to describe his impulse to inhale the decaying smells of 

springtime past its prime, all “souring flowers” and “festering pulp.” He playfully scolds his nose 

for enjoying even unlovely smells, sidestepping the ineffable quality that discerns fragrance from 

odor. What a weird poem. He can’t help that his nose is just so . . . nosy.  

Traveling reminds me that the distinction between welcome and offensive smells is 

somewhat subjective and also varies among cultures. Here’s a brief list of smells on the trip: 

Bus exhaust, since modern pilgrims travel by charter buses to see the sights.  

A teenage boy cloaked in the pungent ethers of cologne. Is this the universal olfactory 

mating call? 
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The sweet, we-aim-to-please hospitality of a Palestinian-owned coffee shop, breeding 

aromas of acrid coffee beans and sweet syrups, cigarette smoke and body odor. A good and 

pleasant thing, believe it or not. 

Public restrooms, a constant reminder that we heavenward pilgrims are bodies, after all. 

A burst of bright citrus as I peel an orange from the hotel’s buffet. 

The smell of incense wafting toward the ceiling of the Church of the Nativity, presided 

over by stern-faced priests.  

An eerie absence of odor at the shallow edges of the Dead Sea.   

 

The Church of the Nativity, Bethlehem 

** 

As I take in some unwelcome smell, Williams’ poem resonates in my nasal passages: 

“Must you taste everything? / Must you know everything?” 

** 

Yeah, I suppose. It’s the upside and downside of having a nose. 

*** 

After our thirteen-hour return flight to Philadelphia, while waiting for hundreds of 

passengers seated ahead of us to deplane, a couple blocking the aisle complained: “I must get off 
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this plane. These people smell.” The woman spoke in heavily accented English for our benefit. 

How thoughtful.  

It’s true, the plane smelled like the mentholated wing of a quarantine hospital, all cough 

drops and bad breath, but it was impolite to say so. Second rule of Flight Club.  

Even so, I hope that our odor continues to emanate, not as ugly Americans or smelly 

tourists or crazy religious pilgrims, but as followers of Jesus whose aroma provokes:   

“We are to God the pleasing aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those 

who are perishing. To the one we are an aroma that brings death; to the other, an aroma that 

brings life.” –The apostle Paul writes in 2 Cor. 2:15-16.  

I much prefer the aroma of life to the odor of death, and I want my spiritual fragrance to 

be pleasant. When we emanate the aroma of Jesus’ love, those with noses cannot remain 

ambivalent. Others will be compelled to say, “That’s different.” 

*** 

In the little town of Bethlehem I crawl into my hotel bed and inhale the faint fragrance of 

the sheets. The smell is sweet yet tart, miles from Downy fabric softener, oddly like an Easter 

basket of jellybeans. I take another whiff and try to place the scent in my catalog of smells, but it 

eludes me. As I drift beneath the pleasant undertow of sleep my nose says, That’s different.  

And that’s the point. 

 

Bethlehem from roof of the Angel Hotel 



11 

 

Sight 

 

“Welcome home!” This is first thing Mike, our tour guide, said to us upon arrival. Blame 

it on the jet lag, but the only thing that registered in my brain was dissonance. It’s not that I was 

hostile to being welcomed “home”—just a bit tired and cranky. I couldn’t help but argue the 

obvious, that this place was no more my home than Jamaica or Seattle or Newark. Now, of 

course, I see what he was getting at. 

For centuries, Christians have felt the pull of Jerusalem. Horatio Spafford, author of the 

beloved hymn “It Is Well with My Soul,” left his home in Chicago to await Christ’s return in 

Jerusalem. His wife Anna survived him, making Jerusalem her longtime home—longer than she 

lived in her native Norway or Chicago. The American Colony Hotel stands today as part of their 

legacy of home-making in Jerusalem.   

As the Spaffords and countless others have discovered, there is such a thing as a soul 

home. The Holy Land is perhaps the most prominent soul home in the world.  

As for me, some part of me is still there. Some part of there remains with me. This, I 

believe, happens through the eyes. 

** 

There was a child went forth every day, 

And the first object he look’d upon, that object he became, 

And that object became part of him for the day or a certain part of the day, 

Or for many years or stretching cycles of years. . . .  

-Walt Whitman 
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Sunrise view of Bethlehem 

I developed a strange habit after returning from the trip. Throughout the day I’d glance at 

the clock and think, “It’s noon here, so it’s 8 p.m. there.” What’s the point of this 8-hour addition 

habit? To imagine. When it’s 9 a.m. here, it’s 5 p.m. there, and in my mind’s eye I remember 

what 5 p.m. in January in Jerusalem looks like.  

Let’s say it’s 9 a.m. here and 5 p.m. there: what do I see?  

I see the worn rectangles of a courtyard beneath our feet. Behind us looms a slab of 

bedrock with an unlikely tree sprouting from its side, like some massive, antlered beast napping 

on Mount Zion. Before us stand a bronze statue of Peter denying his connection to Jesus—Non 

novi illum—and Mike, the tour guide, placing the emphasis squarely on Peter’s repentance and 

God’s overwhelming forgiveness.  
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Courtyard, St. Peter in Gallicantu 

For us it’s dusk on Friday afternoon, for many locals it’s verging on Sabbath. As the sun 

lowers in the sky, the air chills. Suddenly, the vista beyond the trees lights up like a jewelry 

store. Evening rays slant across the city, kindling golden domes—this jewelry catches the eye 

first. The eye then travels from golden domes to golden stones—the extraordinary limestone 

Legos of which Jerusalem is built—suggesting a sort of unity, visual if not actual.  

A sudden shock of recognition: so this is what the poets meant by “Jerusalem the 

Golden.” I’d assumed that such descriptive language was set aside for the New Jerusalem, all 

golden streets and jasper walls. Yet the golden setting before our eyes seems like a striking 

preview of beauty yet to come.  

It’s not only the beauty of stone that stuns the eye, but the striation of colors: a slate-blue 

sky above, muted green vegetation below, and in between the glow of terraced limestone, stone 

made flesh-colored through the alchemy of winter afternoon light.  

There’s the word I’ve searched my mind for: flesh, not in the context of sin or temptation 

or Peter’s clumsy denial, but in the light of the many-membered body of Christ. In the elusive 

light of unity, foreshadowed by these stones. 
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“The Jerusalem stone, so resilient and supple, bows to the transient follies of humankind, bearing 

testimony like a hundred witnesses, and yet, remains silent.” –Chaim Be’er 

But this is all very impressionistic. Is it obvious that I really don’t know where to begin 

with sight, most privileged of human senses, on a sight-seeing tour? Well, it’s true: I don’t know 

where to start.  

While I appreciate all five senses, sight surely dominates my imagination. The visual is 

built into the word imagination—a sort of room in the mind where images are created and 

altered. On the trip I took 200 pictures on my iPhone, but I took countless more with my eyes, 

filling up the tank of imagination. It’s difficult to narrow down this mass of images. 

Okay, here’s the less impressionistic account. We saw everything. Maybe not everything, 

but we got our money’s worth. In one week, we saw the important sights of Herodion, 

Bethlehem, the Judean Desert, Jericho, the Jordan River, Qumran, the Dead Sea, the Sea of 

Galilee, Capernaum, and Jerusalem. 

*** 

We saw white clouds in all manner of shapes, from wisps to chunks, suspended in the 

bluest of skies. Truly, as the hymn says, “the daylight is serene.” 

We saw the Judean Desert, an expansive sandbox. I never knew how beautiful wilderness 

could be. 
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*** 

We saw a sycamore tree that may have been climbed by a “wee little man.” 

We saw a shower curtain in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Iconic. 

 

*** 

We saw the Sea of Galilee, gauzy with morning fog, from a wooden boat. 

We saw 1923, my favorite number, at the gate of the Bethlehem Bible College. 
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*** 

We saw the Garden Tomb. What you’ve heard is true: it’s empty. 

We saw much more than I can describe. 

 

*** 

We use the word see as shorthand for experience or encounter, while deep down we 

realize the insufficiency of just seeing. If not, we’d all be satisfied sitting on the couch looking at 

photos, negating the impulse to travel. But we want to be there, not only to see but to experience 

it in the flesh; not only to see with our eyes but with our bodies. Even our hearts. 

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus said,  

“The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are healthy, your whole body will be full 

of light.” -Matthew 6:22 
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Thanks to the gift of memory, the sights we see become part of us, and we carry them 

with us. They prompt us to do math involuntarily and remember the peculiar slant of the sun’s 

rays six thousand miles away. They cause our light-filled bodies to resonate with the golden 

stones of a place that may become a soul home. They render our dreams in poetry. 

Roses are red, Violets are blue, 

Jerusalem is golden, and God loves you. 

Whoever you are, with your eyes wide open.  
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Hearing 

 

On the bus ride from Tel Aviv Ben Gurion Airport to Bethlehem, Mike distributed 

listening devices with earbuds, which we wore in just about every location we toured. Mike is a 

well-informed and interesting guide who speaks English with a lilting Near-East accent, and we 

enjoyed hearing his fun facts, historical background information, and thorough explanations of 

the places we saw.  

Although I didn’t take notes, my friend Donna, a court reporter, transcribed much of 

Mike’s lecturing over the course of the trip and graciously shared it with the entire tour group 

afterwards. 

Besides the formal explanation of sites, there was so much to hear during our pilgrimage 

week. On that initial bus ride, the driver played “The Holy City” over the bus stereo, which I 

suspect was recorded on an ancient cassette tape found among the Dead Sea Scrolls. I might 

have enjoyed the rousing, high-pitched chorus, but my ears ached from flying with a sinus 

infection.  

You’d recognize the song if you heard it, I’m sure. Here’s the refrain: 

Jerusalem! Jerusalem! 

Lift up your gates and sing, 

Hosanna in the highest! 

Hosanna to your King!  

-Michael Maybrick 

The bus was alive with the sound of music, but I just wanted to get some rest.  

Alas, it was not meant to be, with my hotel room situated above the “coffee bar.” That 

first night at our hotel, from 1 to 4 a.m., I heard loud techno beats and a sped-up dance version of 

Miley Cyrus’ “We Can’t Stop.” Over and over. All I could think was, Please, just try to stop.  

Around 5 a.m. we heard the melismatic call to prayer from a minaret loudspeaker. Then 

the next evening we heard the haunting cry of a shofar through the twilight from somewhere 

beyond the hotel walls. And these are just the sounds I recall from the little town of Bethlehem, 

“How still we see thee lie!” 
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Shepherds’ Field near Bethlehem 

In Jerusalem, we heard the echo of our own voices. We sang a subdued song in Jesus’ 

cramped cell at the home of the high priest Caiaphas and listened to our voices bouncing off the 

high ceiling of the church named for Jesus’ grandmother, the Church of Saint Anne.  

We heard a brief lecture on the Israeli-Palestinian peace process, century upon 

millennium of conflict and complexity outlined in forty quick minutes. 

We heard everyday city-sounds and the lovely speech of different languages, but I was 

surprised at the overall lack of urban noise. I heard no honking in traffic or people shouting into 

cell phones. Even souvenir vendors were moderately hushed and respectful while hawking their 

stuff. 

**  

On the countryside we heard the gentle splash of a handful of Jordan River water, right 

before it trickled over our scalps, to the sound of Rev. Shane’s, “Remember your baptism.” We 

heard the mellow gurgle of Galilee water in our boat’s wake.  

With our mind’s ear we imagined sounds documented long ago: the voice of Jesus 

teaching on the temple steps near the Huldah Gates; the voice of Jesus asking the man at the 

Bethesda pool, “Do you want to be well?”; the rhythmic tone of Jesus’ refrain, “Blessed are the . 

. . for they shall . . .” 

** 
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Noise can be striking and memorable, but silence is just as telling. The silence of 

churches and other holy sites evoked a shut-my-mouth reverence for the things of God. I enjoyed 

the muted reverence inside the Church of All Nations and the Dominus Flevit Church, in contrast 

to the noisy mobs in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. The Holy Sepulchre had a more frenzied 

vibe, with people from all over the world clamoring for a fistful of Jesus’ presence. After 

walking through, I waited in the courtyard and enjoyed some prime people-watching. 

 

Church of St. Peter in Capernaum  

  

In Bethlehem we quietly crouched through the entrance into the cave of St. Jerome, who 

worked silently for decades translating scriptures into Latin so later generations might hear 

God’s word in the church’s vernacular of the time. In the stillness I said to myself, Praise God 

for scribes and scholars, oddballs and bookworms of every kind who obey the strange calling to 

make things with words. And did God whisper back? Blessed are the writers; may their still, 

small words outlive them. 
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Chandelier in the cave of St. Jerome 

*** 

I confess that my favorite sound in Israel and Palestine is one that we didn’t actually 

hear—but heard of. It was a crash heard back in 1947, a truly startling sound that continues to 

reverberate today. 

The story goes something like this. Once upon a time about seventy winters ago, three 

Bedouin goat-herders set off among the caves around Qumran to find a lost goat. As they 

searched, wind whipped across the cave openings, whistling a forlorn tune on God’s desert flute. 

One of the men lobbed a rock into a cave hoping to scare up a goat. Instead, he was startled by 

the sound of pottery shattering. Following his ears, he found bits of ancient text preserved in 

pots, later called the Dead Sea Scrolls. This turned out to be one of the greatest archeological 

finds of the twentieth century. 
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Caves at Qumran  

This version of the discovery story echoes Jesus’ parable of the lost sheep:  

“And if he finds it, truly I tell you, he is happier about that one sheep than about the 

ninety-nine that did not wander off.” -Matthew 18:13  

The story’s power is hardly diminished by echoing the gospels, but who knew ancient 

animal husbandry might still provide inspiration into the twentieth century? I suppose livestock 

is still worth chasing. That was Jesus’ point—that we’re all sheep, each individually worthy of 

his pursuit.  

Also, when we put ourselves in the goat-herders’ place, the Bedouin discovery story 

offers a life lesson in serendipitous discovery. The first step is this: follow the goat God gave 

you. John C. Trever, the first American scholar to see the Dead Sea Scrolls, prescribed his 

process in these terms: “Let your evidence lead you where it will.” Each of us has a goat—a 

passion, a project, a desire planted in us—that deserves a good chase.  

The next step: once you’ve thrown the rock, listen. Listen, because passive hearing gets 

you only so far. Listen, because following your goat may entail receptivity to things hidden in 

caves.  

The Bedouin man was hoping to hear a startled goat scamper out of the darkness. What 

he heard instead astonished him, the sound of pottery breaking—jars of clay holding textual 

treasures.  
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God can make noise of things that sit silently for generations. God can reveal things that 

are hidden and will guide us into all truth. Revelation is the work of God, but receptivity is ours. 

From hearing to listening to heeding, let us adopt an attitude of receptiveness. 

**   

Paul takes up the distinction between hearing and heeding in Romans 10. Here he quotes 

a snippet of Moses’ late-life pleading with the Israelites after forty rambling years: “The word is 

near you, in your mouth and in your heart” (Rom. 10:8, Deut. 30:14). Just a few sentences later 

Paul asserts, “So then faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God” (Rom. 10:17). 

The mouth—confession—and the heart—belief—are crucial to faith, but the gateway to faith is 

the ears.  

“Have you not heard?”    

I learned that part of the inner ear is called the “labyrinth.” Like a winding desert cavern, 

its name implies a maze wherein hearing might find its way to belief and transformation, but it’s 

not a straight shot. While Jesus healed those who were literally deaf, Paul pursued those with 

selective deafness, so to speak. When it comes to faith, we’re all hard of hearing in some way. 

Sometimes the message gets all turned around inside the maze, dizzy but never returning void.  

** 

 I wonder, did the Bedouin goat-herder find his goat? Hard to say, but he found something 

of even greater significance, ancient scraps of Deuteronomy, the Psalms, and Isaiah. Part of the 

lesson in serendipitous discovery is discerning what’s important. 

**  

Our labyrinths were filled with sound. 

We caught sources and echoes  

and life-changing words 

Of goatherds and potsherds  

and wisdom overheard.   

And even as we hear, we listen  

for things of significance. 
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Taste 

 

A few years ago, my husband Phil and I discovered the perfect special-occasion 

restaurant, a Brazilian steakhouse. The huge salad bar is my favorite, while Phil is fond of meat 

served from swords. I’ve always loved veggies, and the food we experienced in Israel and 

Palestine included a mind-boggling variety of salads. Agriculture is an important industry there, 

cultivating not just amber waves of grain but a vegetable lover’s paradise. 

The food we ate in the tourist restaurants and our American-friendly hotels was great: 

fresh, seasoned with oregano, marjoram, mint, parsley, olive oil, lemon juice, onion, garlic, and 

some other great flavors I couldn’t quite put my finger on. There were savory salads with 

tomatoes, carrots, beets, roasted cauliflower, or cucumbers or some combination thereof. There 

were sweeter salads with citrus fruit or something bright purple-pink (cabbage?) with apples, 

raisins, or walnuts.  

Plenty of salad and plenty of bread—challah, pita, naan, and more.  

Speaking of bread, at The Tent Restaurant in Bethlehem, they served wheat flatbread to 

be dipped in olive oil then dipped in a plate of dried herbs I had never heard of called za’atar. I 

loved this appetizer, as one of my favorite food groups is carbs dunked in fat with a touch of 

seasoning. 

At another restaurant we had the choice of falafel or chicken shawarma. I chose falafel 

because of my chicken suspicion. It turns out falafel is not only fun to say but also fun to eat. It’s 

like chunky hummus shaped into a patty and fried.    

Now, a moment dedicated to hummus. On the trip, I ate hummus politely, dipping it 

delicately with chunks of pita bread. Had I been alone, I’d have eaten it from a large bowl with a 

spoon, like lonely people eat ice cream. The hummus was, in a word, yummus. 

**  

In Jericho, the oldest city in the world, I bought a plastic container of dried fruit from a 

nice man who didn’t know much about his product.  

“Is it mango?” I asked.  

“Ummmm, mango? No.”  

“Is it papaya?”  

“Papaya? Hmmm . . .” (I wanted it to be mango.)  

“Well, it looks like mango. I’ll take one, please.”  
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“Sí. Creo que sí, es mango.” Whatever it was, it was sweet and chewy like tasty, tangy 

orange shoe leather. I still haven’t figured out why he spoke Spanish to me. 

**  

Coke, exotically dressed in Arabic, was delicious. My compliments to the bottler. 

 

Generally, I’m not adventurous with food. My brother-in-law Kenney once took us to a 

Malaysian restaurant where he ate fish head soup and fried chicken feet, while I nibbled on rice 

and tried to suppress my gag reflex. When Phil and I traveled to Europe, I felt secure knowing 

there was a Burger King nearby. Even so, one of the gratifying parts of meals in Israel was trying 

unfamiliar produce—from hot-pink salads to persimmon—and finding out they’re good.  

Just taste and see! 

** 

In the poem “O Taste and See,” Denise Levertov writes of the “imagination’s tongue,” 

analogous to the mind’s eye or ear, but who else would have thought to phrase it that way?  

“O taste and see / the subway Bible poster said, / meaning The Lord, meaning / if anything all 

that lives / to the imagination’s tongue, . . .”  

And what does she include in her list of “all that lives to the imagination’s tongue”? 

“Grief, mercy, language, / tangerine, weather, . . .”  

Fascinating that only one of these is edible. It makes sense, though: most of us have 

tasted sour grief surging under our tongues. We’ve tasted the flavors of language, from fun-to-

say words like “falafel” to terms of apology that feel more like a ball of gristle.  
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I wonder, what does weather taste like? Maybe she means a mouth-watering desire for 

sunshine and warmth after a long, cold winter. With snow falling outside as I write this, I can 

almost taste warm weather, and it tastes like fresh pineapple. 

I love how Levertov’s poem elaborates on the Psalmist’s “O taste and see that the Lord is 

good” and urges us to taste everything God has made.  

** 

At the Garden Tomb, we celebrated Communion with bread and grape juice. There was 

nothing remarkable in the flavor of these elements, and yet. And yet.  

 

Winepress near the Garden Tomb 

We sat quietly next to the ancient wine press, each of us holding a tiny olive-wood cup in 

our hands. Body and blood of Christ, broken and poured out for us. I stared in wonder as the 

wood’s rough grain absorbed the last lingering drop of juice.  

Like Jesus, a cup both thirsty and generous. 
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Today I looked inside the little cup that sits on my desk. Not a stain of juice remains, not 

even a trace. Therein lies an image of the Good News. Exiled from the Garden, we live in the 

orchard. Far from perfect, it is nonetheless lush with God’s grace. And when we’re hungry, we 

can pluck the fruit and taste it and, seeing that it’s good, eat. 

** 

At one of the tourist buffets, I overheard a friend ask himself, “Is this potatoes or 

apples?” as he scooped some onto his plate. He’d have to taste them to find out. “O taste and 

see.”  

God’s love is a juicy apple, but too often we Christians present it to the world like a raw 

potato. Just take it; it’s good for you. High in fiber. True, God is good, but God also tastes pretty 

sweet. 

“O taste and see  

that the Lord is good.”  

-Psalm 34:8   

 Truly, all the time. 



28 

 

 

Near the Sea of Galilee 
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Touch 

 

Our tour of Israel and Palestine was full of wonder and curiosity and food for thought. 

When friends at home would ask about the experience, I didn’t really know where to begin. So, I 

started writing about it through each of the five senses.  

My initial response to the trip was total exhaustion and appreciation. Fully rested now, a 

fond sense of gratefulness remains.  

In the chapter on smell, I suggested that the sense of smell may be the least voluntary of 

the senses, since smells enter our nostrils with or without invitation. Touch, however, sits at the 

other end of the spectrum. In polite society, I don’t have to touch anything I don’t want to touch. 

Thanks to unspoken rules of personal space, I don’t have to be touched.  

Our tour guide invited us to touch things at various sites throughout the trip. Strangely, I 

don’t remember seeing any “do not touch” signs. Rather, if it’s not behind a rope, it probably 

shows the wear of countless hungry pilgrim hands. 

 

An indentation along the Via Dolorosa 

** 

Of all the things presented to pilgrim hands, I touched something I shouldn’t have. Sitting 

in a busy plaza in the Jewish quarter of Jerusalem, I got all sentimental when I noticed the stray 

cats. This doesn’t seem sensible, I know, but I had recently adopted a cat and was well on my 
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way to crazy cat-lady status. So when I saw these dirt-matted strays, my brain did not register, 

“Ewwww, filthy vermin!” but “Awwww, kitty cats!”   

I noticed one cat weaving around my chair legs, so I reached down and stroked his dirty 

head two, three, four times. On the fifth stroke, his fat, little face spun around—like Linda 

Blair’s character in The Exorcist—and he clamped his fangs on my hand. It was at that moment I 

realized he could be diseased. Quickly, I coated my hands with sanitizer and breathed heartfelt 

thanks that it didn’t break the skin. 

 

Touching a stray animal doesn’t make sense, but it makes even less sense in light of all 

the things I didn’t touch.   

In Bethlehem, we visited the Church of the Nativity, built on the cave where Jesus is 

believed to have been born. Beneath the altar is the Grotto of the Nativity, draped in brocade and 

plated with marble and silver. Its focal point is a 14-point star on the floor that pilgrims are 

invited to touch. When it was my turn, I quickly took a picture and stepped aside—not a 

conscious choice not to touch the star, just a snap decision.  

On the Via Dolorosa, fifth station of the cross, I didn’t put my hand in the traditional 

handprint of Jesus.  
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Sign posted at the Western Wall 

At the Western Wall, I stood ten feet away and watched. Men prayed at one end, women 

at the other. Some wailed while others prayed silently. Some tucked written prayers into the 

cracks, while others spread out their palms against the stone like they were being frisked.  

I noticed my friend, forehead pressed against the wall in prayer. When she turned around, 

tears streaming down her cheeks, my throat tightened at the sight of her face, and I was struck 

with guilt. While I had been standing there—ever the observer—collecting precious observable 

data and having an internal debate about Western Wall culture, my friend was having a holy 

experience with God.  

** 

When our time was up I felt a twinge of regret at not touching the wall. Why not just 

touch the things that are there to be touched? Maybe I didn’t want to seem superstitious or 

devout in a weird way.  

However, nearly everyone else touched these things and didn’t look weird at all.  

Maybe I was afraid I’d be overcome by some embarrassing spiritual experience. 

However, no one else was slain in the Spirit upon contact. 

Maybe I wanted to experience something spiritual but was afraid of being disappointed 

by the plain old natural.  

Avoiding disappointment is my usual mode of operation; but what’s the harm in touching 

something that pilgrims are traditionally invited to touch?  

I don’t believe in granting supernatural power to objects.  

But why am I being such a stick in the mud?  
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Still, I felt just a twinge of regret because I believe God’s message to exiles pertains even 

now: “You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart” (Jer. 29:13). The 

when is clear; the where is wherever you are. But just because I disagree with the sign’s 

implication—that in this wall the Divine Presence dwells—it doesn’t mean that God doesn’t 

meet people there every day. God meets people who seek him, at the Western Wall or in the 

shower, at the Holy Sepulchre or the breakfast table.   

God’s presence can be sought anywhere, grand to bland. God is present not only at the 

Grotto of the Nativity but also at the Dead Sea, with its brackish, chicken-stock water. God is not 

static or limited. Rather, God’s presence is portable, carried in fragile, commonplace clay jars—

that is, people. Not just people in Jerusalem or the U.S., but people all over the world. And while 

there are Promised Lands and chosen people, God continues to love the world—persistently. 

** 

I thank God I didn’t get rabies from the cat.  

Also: thank you, God, for the opportunity to travel.  

I’m so grateful to have seen the blue sky Jesus saw and touch the bodies of water that 

Jesus touched.  

Even so, you don’t have to make a pilgrimage to Israel to find God. God is=s as present 

as your face, as your hands, as your seeking heart.  
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You Had to Be There 

 

When I was a child, we lived a block away from the public library. Many afternoons I’d 

go there after school, doing homework in the “reference room,” surrounded by heavy 

encyclopedias and dictionaries and atlases. With my books and papers spread out over the large 

wooden table, I felt so mature. Even then, I was a scholar at heart.  

On the library walls hung colorful posters with hot air balloons and clipper ships and cats 

on skateboards, with messages like, “Reading can really take you places,” “Books give us 

wings!” or “See the world without going anywhere. Read!”  

It’s true that reading can transport us. And with the internet in the palm our hand, with 

images of every imaginable place in the world, why bother to travel?  

It comes down to presence—the difference between seeing with your eyes and being 

present in body. 

*** 

 

Thinking about the presence of God reminds me of Moses’ unique face-to-face friendship 

with God. Moses and his “stiff-necked people” had been wandering the Sinai Peninsula for far 

too long. Exodus 33 records the conversation between Moses and God, with God finally agreeing 

to pass before Moses without allowing him to see God’s face, which would mean sudden death. 

God says to Moses,  
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“Behold, there is a place by me where you shall stand on the rock, and while my glory 

passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with my hand until I have 

passed by. Then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back, but my face shall not be 

seen” (Exodus 33:21-23).  

Moses was permitted to see God’s back but not the glory of God’s face. In later chapters, 

the glory of the Lord is perceived as a cloud that settles on the tabernacle and lifts from the 

tabernacle when it’s time to move on. When Moses and his people finally arrive at the border of 

the Promised Land, God told him to climb Mount Nebo and take in the view of the territory 

which the Israelites would soon possess—the place we pilgrims call the Holy Land.  

On a clear day you can see forever, they say. Here, God allowed Moses to gaze at his 

people’s forever land. But because Moses had disobeyed God when he struck the rock in anger, 

he could see the land but not set foot in it.  

Moses died and was buried on the east side of the Jordan River, having been allowed to 

see but not to touch. The obit writer adds, “No one knows where his grave is” (Deuteronomy 

34:6). 

** 

 Like the grave of Moses, there is debate over the actual location of Jesus’ tomb. On the 

tour we were taken to two plausible sites, the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the Garden 

Tomb. When Jesus appeared in bodily form to his friends after his crucifixion, he showed them 

the wounds on his hands and side, wanting them to see with their own eyes.  

Thomas wasn’t with them when they had seen Jesus, and he doubted their story. He said 

that unless he could touch Jesus’ wounds with his own two hands, he would never believe their 

crazy story.  

A week later, Jesus again appeared to the disciples, saying to Thomas, “Put your finger 

here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe” 

(John 20:27). It’s not clear whether Thomas reached out to touch the wounds, but he responded 

with a stunned declaration of belief.  

When Jesus had appeared to Mary Magdalene, she saw him with her own eyes but didn’t 

recognize him, thinking at first that he was the gardener. When she recognized him, she cried, 

“Teacher!” and embraced him. She must have embraced him for a bit too long, because Jesus 

said to her, “Do not hold on to me, for I have not yet ascended to the Father” (John 20:17). His 

presence was tangible but temporary. It must have broken her heart all over again to hear that 

Jesus would be leaving, withdrawing his elusive presence on which she’d grown to depend. 

However, Jesus didn’t remove his presence forever. He gave them the ever-present Holy 

Spirit, promising: “I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate to help you and 

be with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees 

him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you” (John 14:16-

17).  
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** 

Moses was allowed to witness God’s glory, in a limited way. He was later allowed to see 

the Holy Land, but not to touch it. Jesus’ disciples were allowed to see and touch but not hold 

onto his physical presence. We are graced now with the Holy Spirit, whom we know not through 

sight or touch or the physical senses. We know the Spirit in an all-enveloping way, trusting the 

presence of God is somehow inside us. We are portable containers of the very presence that 

raised Jesus from the dead, as Paul writes in Romans 8. 

If the Spirit lives in you, you are a clay jar filled with priceless treasure. You are like the 

limestone blocks of the Western Wall, where the divine presence is said to rest. You are like 

pottery in a Qumran cave filled with holy words. You contain a heart of limestone-turned flesh 

upon which God has written mine. Such things are invisible and intangible but no less real.  

** 

Right before leaving for the Holy Land, I noticed a sign at the Lutheran church near my 

house that stated, “Jesus is the perfect Israel.” The word “Israel” caught my attention, but I 

wasn’t really sure what it meant.  

Looking deeper into the phrase, I understood it to mean that Jesus was the embodiment of 

God’s people—the perfected version of an imperfect people. This quote wasn’t about the land of 

Israel but about the people of Israel.  

In the end, it’s not about the land but the people. Of all the ironies to be found on a tour 

of the Holy Land, the one that occurred to me later is this: I didn’t need to visit Israel. It was not 

spiritually necessary to walk in the ancient footsteps of Jesus, as great an opportunity as it was. 

The Holy Spirit is with me always. But I had to go there to discover it wasn’t necessary. In other 

words, I had to go.  

I thank God his presence isn’t localized in a plot of land but found instead in the people, 

the Church, the body of Christ stretched all across the world. Virginia Stem Owens offers this 

striking image of God’s presence in the world: “Christ lies spread-eagled across our map, like the 

map of the Ebstorf monks, holding everything together. . . .” (from And the Trees Clap Their 

Hands). As Saint Teresa of Ávila wrote, “Christ has no body now on earth but yours.” He abides 

in everyday people—pilgrims, tourists, Dead Sea bathers—like us.  

The apostle John writes, “For God so loved the world . . .”—from Beijing to Lagos to 

Portland to Buenos Aires to Jerusalem—and every person in between. Whether sitting on your 

couch or walking along the Via Dolorosa, be still and know the presence of God is with you and 

in you, even beyond your senses.  

*** 
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