\ Has the
Pllgrimage
Been
Hijacked?
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Assite is seen, a photograph taken, and
then one carries on.

Alternatively, travelers can arrive to
the Sinai through the relatively new
airport at Taba where, within half an
hour, one can luxuriate at one of the
hotels along the beaches of what is
called the “Egyptian Riviera.” The “sun
holiday” offered by the Sinai comes
with pristine beaches, discothéques,
massage beds, and an experience
where the cares of home can fade
away.

The more adventurous fly to Sharm -

el-Sheikh, at the southernmost tip
of the Sinai Peninsula, where they
can learn to scuba dive amongst
hammerhead sharks and manta rays
in what are described as some of the
most magnificent coral reefs of the
world. Adventure tourism in the Sinai
also offers spectacular granite rock
faces for the thrill of first ascents.

There is, however, another way. From
the coastal village of Nuweiba, one
can travel on the new road into the
Sinai for about a half an hour to a
place that looks like no particular
place, and wait at the roadside. Soon,
from across the wilderness, the local
people of the desert, the Bedouin,
arrive in jeeps. Food and supplies are
tied to the vehicle roofs. You get in,
and head into the wilderness on what
for the Bedouin are “the other ways

The tourism industry has been
marketing tours to the Holy Land
for decades. Today these tours
are increasingly being called
pilgrimages. Has anything
changed? Not really. But the name
of an ancient, soulful practice
has been hijacked for little more
than marketing purposes. In what
ways is pilgrimage different from
religious tourism and why is it
important today?

through.” As the sun draws near the
horizon, your jeep moves toward one
of the rock formations, draws into the
shadows, and stops. As the engines
fall still, an immense silence wraps
around you like a warm blanket.

You receive practical instructions as
your baggage is unloaded. You choose
your sleeping bag and mat, and then
you walk out across the sand to find a
place to prepare your bed for the night.
As you look around at your dispersing
companions, you know that some of
them have never slept in a sleeping
bag, let alone in the open without a tent.
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Bethlehem, the necessity of the wall,
and rhetoric aimed to both bolster
agreement for Israel’s oppressive
measures and reinforce prejudice
and fear of Palestinians. Upon arrival
at the hilltop the group may be invited
to gather outside the bus, sing a
Christmas carol, take a photograph,
offer a prayer, and then carry on.
To this, the pilgrimage must say no.
Pilgrimage demands that one go
in, that one enter fully into all that
a landscape reveals. The Christian
pilgrim has to face the Separation Wall,
deal with its sorrows, enter Bethlehem,
stand amongst Christian brothers and
sisters, join them in their churches,
and pray there—because that is where
God meets us, and where we meet
the truth of ourselves and of our time.

In contrast to the worry-free travel
packages marketed by the tourism
industry, hardship, challenge, risk, and
strain are not accidental to a pilgrimage
experience. Indeed, the greatest risk of
a pilgrimage may not be in the physical
challenge, but in the risk of being
changed. A pilgrimage ensures that
the traveler meets the “living stones”
of the present community, hears their
stories, learns, and enters deeply
into the truth of the setting. If the aim
of a Christian tourist in visiting the
“Holy Land” is to enhance his or her

Christian faith and re-encounter the
living Christ, then it can never be by
only looking for what was true in the
past, but must include seeing what is
also true today.

A renaissance of pilgrimage is
underway. The pilgrimage routes
of Europe are overflowing. Part of
the challenge in the recovery of this
ancient practice, for Christians, is that
we are trying to fit a twelfth-century
concept into a contemporary reality.
The tourist industry will continue to
hijack an ancient concept to popularize
what is still only a form of religious
tourism. The worthy task will be to
reaffirm the wisdom of an ancient
practice whereby one is immersed
in the truth of the world, can engage
with its timeless, soulful story, and is
spiritually awakened and motivated
into new global citizenship.
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