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oroportions

From Israel to Jordan, Andy Mossack is deeply moved by a
tour of the region’s countless religious sites and attractions

IT'S JUST past noon and I'm having a
moment. I'm up to my knees in waterina
2,000 year—old man-made tunnel with nothing
but a small flashlight and goose bumps
knowing people back in biblical times had
walked this very same route.

Hezekiah'’s Tunnel is the climax of my
visit to the ancient City of David. Many
archaeologists agree this is the location of the
biblical Jerusalem of King David, built well
before the Ottoman inspired Old City of today

just a stone’s throw away.

The place is unrecognizable from when I first
saw it, many years ago. Back then, the tunnel
— hewn from rock to provide water for the city
during times of siege — was hidden away in a
tiny Arab village. I remember being met at the
entrance by a young boy who gave me a small
candle for a few shekels; its flickering light just
about guiding me as I waded along the tunnel
to the Pool of Siloam at its end, where Jesus was
said to have cured a blind man.

How times have changed. Today it's a major

tourist venue, with much of King David’s P
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original city now unearthed. Its still a working
dig, but you can experience it up close on one of
the hourly guided tours. Its one of Jerusalems
hidden gems, yet to be discovered by the masses
and an experience not to be missed.

Just a short walk from here and were at
Dung Gate, one of eight entrances into the Old
City and the nearest to the fabled \Western or
wailing Wall, the last remnant of the Second
Temple. e Wall and the wide plaza in front
of it, is bustling with life 24/7. 1ts the spiritual
heart of the Old City with the glistening golden
cap of the holy Dome of the Rock behind.

I walk up and lay a hand on the huge stones
of the Wall, glass smooth from millions of
hands doing the same thing. Scraps of paper
scrawled with messages and crammed into every
reachable crack are a poignant reminder of how
important these ancient bricks are to Jews.

To the left side of the plaza, is the entrance
to e Western Wall Tunnels, a stunning

guided walk back in time that takes you
directly underneath the Wall and Temple
Mount. Actually touching Herodian stone
from the time of Jesus is one thing, but
coming across a group of highly emotional
women praying in a corridor directly under
where the original Ark of the Covenant used
to be, is almost overwhelming.

Back in daylight and just to the right of
the Wall, a rather innocuous walkway leads
to e Dome of the Rock, one of the Israel's
holiest sites, revered by Muslims and Jews
alike. Its a shrine built over the actual rock
where Muslims believe Mohammed ascended
to heaven on his winged horse leaving a hoof
print in the rock face. For Jews, its the rock
on which Abraham prepared to sacri ce his
son Isaac. Unfortunately, only Muslims are
allowed into the Dome these days, otherwise
just take a moment and wonder at the sheer
beauty of it.

Souk and see
Leaving the plaza, the Arab souk beckons.
Hidden inside its timeless twisty streets,
the Via Dolorosa winds its way past tawdry
souvenir shops and the odd local vendor
promising a piece of the actual cross! leading
me to the holiest spot in the Christian faith,
the magni cent Church of the Holy Sepulchre,
where Jesus was said to be cruci ed and laid
to rest. Up a stone staircase to the right of the
entrance and I m at Calvary, the place of the
cross, where a glass-encased rock clearly shows
aslot carved into it. Back downstairs, the
center of the church is dominated by the huge
Sepulchre, the empty tomb of Christ, where
each Easter the miracle of the Holy Fire occurs.
A priest enters holding an unlit candle and
emerges triumphantly with it ablaze.

Arguments rage as to the authenticity of
these sites  theres more for than against

but regardless, no one can take away the

sheer emotions these places evoke.  eresacave
just outside Damascus Gate called the Garden
Tomb, which some believe to be the real tomb
of Jesus. Personally, I m with the majority.



