




A visit to Israel is like
traveling through time,
in the footsteps of Jesus
Israel is a country that
evokes strong images:
of war and strife
against neighboring
Palestine, of the rise
and fall of dynasties
through 2000 years,
and above all, as the
backdrop for the birth
and death of Jesus
Christ. 

We landed near Tel Aviv
before dawn. As we mo-
tored and neared the

Dead Sea, the rising sun gradually
lit up the hills of Jordan on the op-
posite shore. Soon, we felt the full
impact of the 40º C dry desert heat
and the sharp rays of the sun.

A dip in the salt- and mineral-laden
waters of the Dead Sea is therapeutic.
Its mud, air and sun are world-
renowned, luring invalids to heal from
chronic skin ailments, joint aches and
heart and lung ailments.

For the spiritual tourist, magnifi-
cent Jerusalem is where Israel's
spiritual history shouts out at you
from every nook and cranny. 

Our first panoramic view of the
Holy City was from Mt Scopus.
Jerusalem, the old and the new,
spread below us like a lush carpet.
The beige stone houses nestled on
the hill slopes or on flat land,
clinged so close that they formed a
mono colored stone tapestry of de-
sign, with the doors and windows
standing out as tiny black holes.
The walls of old Jerusalem rose in
the distance, engulfing centuries of
history within.

It is at the Upper Room just outside
the Old City where Jesus had his Last
Supper with his disciples. The large,
spacious, now empty room evokes
memories of the spirit and solemnity
that must have reigned over that his-
toric meal as Jesus served the wine
and broke the bread; a symbol for
his flesh and blood, soon to be bru-
tally spilt over the streets of
Jerusalem. Located near King
David's tomb, the light brown stone
walls are mute witnesses of that
fateful night when goodness, love
and compassion was fatally com-
promised by the greed for gold. 

The Old City is divided into four
quarters; Christian, Armenian, Jewish
and Muslim. We entered through the
Sha'ar Zion Gate in the south from the
Armenian quarter. Tiny restaurants
and eateries lined the narrow cob-
bled lanes, serving the most deli-
cious falafel. We grabbed a quick
bite before moving into the bowels
of Old Jerusalem where time stood
still, architecturally.

From here, our journey took us
through the Jewish and then into the
Muslim Quarters to the start of the
Passions of Christ as I had seen it in
the recent Mel Gibson movie.

Via Dolorosa “The Way of Sor-
rows” is the path through which
Jesus carried the cross on his way
to the crucifixion. Of the 14 sta-
tions, the last four are in the Church
of the Holy Sepulcher. Along the 10
stations, we walked over the cob-
bled narrow lanes, imagining the
frail man and the two condemned
thieves carrying heavy wooden
crosses on their shoulders. The nar-
row lanes must have had jeering
crowds then as well as many who
were weeping, but now souvenir
shops lined the path selling the very
popular Jerusalem cross, the
Mazuza, scrolls, rosaries, Arab
scarves, Jewish Candelabra and
knickknacks like plastic sandals and
shoes made in China. Frantic hag-
gling is a must if one wants to strike
a good bargain! At times, one
nearly forgot the pain Jesus endured

as aggressive salesmen chased us
along the route.

But Moosa, our genial 75-year-old
guide, reminded us of the number of
times Jesus fell, where he met his
beloved Mother, the place where
Jesus was helped by Simon of Cyrene
to carry the cross. Scenes from The
Passion of the Christ flashed through
my mind, Veronica wiping Jesus' face,
his heartrending second and third falls
and of his blood-stained clothes being
stripped off him.

As we finished the tenth station,
we came to a small quadrangle in
front of the hallowed gates of the
Church of the Holy Sepulcher. The
Christians consider it as one of the
most holy places on the globe, for
inside is the Rock of Golgotha, the
site where Jesus was nailed to the
cross. The actual place was up a
steep narrow staircase inside the
Church, by a large painting of Jesus
being nailed to the cross. A dim
candle-lit altar marked the spot of
the actual crucifixion nearby.
Kneeling down, I touched the spot,
which is covered with a glass
canopy with a magnificent cross
shining down.

How did I feel touching a part of
history where God's Son gave his
life? It's an emotion that I cannot put
down in words. The history, the tur-
moil, is now a thing of the past. In its
place, the faithful and the weary sat in
front of the cross sending their silent
prayers to Him. Down the steep nar-
row steps was the place marked by a
stone slab covered with a canopy
where His body was lowered from
the cross and washed. The tomb
where Jesus' body was placed is a
few steps away. Very tiny, with a cen-
tre podium for candles, the entrance
to the inner sanctum is so narrow,
with a room for barely five people,
that one has to literally crawl in and
pray briefly.

In the Jewish section we visit the

world-famous Western Wall or the
Wailing Wall. One of the holiest
sites for the Jews,  it is the only
remnant of the Temple built by
King Herod. Part of the ruins from
the wall surrounds the Temple of
the Mount at a length of 488 me-
ters. The wall is a place of prayer
for pilgrims.  Male and female sec-
tions are cordoned off . If you want
to 'email' God, fill a tiny chit with
your wishes and stick it in the
cracks of the wall. All cracks are
overflowing, of course.

As the sun set, the Mount of
Olives offered an amazing view of

the Old City. The Church of Ascen-
sion as well as the Greek, Lutheran
Augusta, Greek Orthodox and
Eleone Churches are the famous
landmarks on the Mount of Olives.

Having traced the footsteps of the
Lord as he wearily went to his death,
our next stop, against chronological
wisdom, was to Bethlehem, the birth-
place of Jesus and the location of the
Basilica of Nativity. 2000 years ago, it
was in this small sleepy village that
Joseph brought a pregnant Mary to
register according to the orders of
Emperor Augustus. When we entered
the Basilica, which is divided into the
Greek Orthodox and Christian sec-
tions, we witnessed a service in the
former. Priests sat on either side, read-
ing from the Bible. Down a narrow

staircase under the Basilica was the
Grotto where Mary gave birth to her
son Jesus. The tiny spot is marked
with the Star of David and an altar
facing a narrow tunnel. By its side
was the spot where Mary laid the
new-born baby, before the three wise
men visited the manger.

A quiet dimly-lit place, it is the
ultimate site for the faithful, the
crucible of the birth of their Lord.

The next day, driving along the
Jordan border, we reached the Sea
of Galilee. But to appreciate this
200 meters below sea level water
body, Moosa took us to Golan
Heights, a name heard so often in
connection with political summits.
Golan Heights, a plateau, is one of
the most fertile regions of Israel
with farms of onions, tomatoes, and
watermelons lining the road. At the
Golan Heights, an ultra-modern
holiday home, and one of the most
expensive resorts in Israel, the
panoramic view showed the serene
Sea of Galilee below us on which
Jesus once walked. 

We drove to the point where the
Jordan river flows into the Sea of
Galilee at Yardenit where Jesus was
baptised by John. It is now a major
Baptismal site on the Jordan river
with a convenient ramp and plat-
form built for mass baptising.

The Basilica of the Annunciation
is where the Angel Gabriel revealed
to Mary her Immaculate Concep-
tion. In the courtyard are paintings
of Mary presented by different
countries of the world. The Basilica
on the ground floor with its cor-
doned altar has a large spacious
area for service.

Close to Nazareth is Cana where
Jesus performed his first miracle of
turning six jars of water into wine
at a wedding feast of the poor. The
Franciscan Church of Cana shows
the six jars of wine through carv-
ings and frescos on the wall.
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O’Jerusalem
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A scene from Mel Gibson's 'The Passion of the Christ'. It is  through the streets of Jerusalem that Jesus carried the heavy
cross.

It is at the Upper Room just outside the Old City where Jesus had his Last Supper
with his disciples.

As the sun set, the Mount of
Olives offered an amazing
view of the Old City. The
Church of Ascension as well
as the Greek, Lutheran 
Augusta, Greek Orthodox and
Eleone Churches are the 
famous landmarks on the
Mount of Olives.
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Sydney (IANS): Australian enter-
tainer turned Bollywood starlet
Tania Zaetta may sue and demand
compensation for unsubstantiated
allegations made in a tabloid Thurs-
day that she had sex with Australian
soldiers while on an Armed Forces
Entertainment Tour to Afghanistan.

Claims that the slur has put her
Bollywood career in jeopardy are,
however, too far fetched. The 37-
year-old has played only cameo
roles in films like "Bunty and
Bubli", "Salaam Namaste" and the
recent "Mr. Black, Mr. White".

Indian press has gone to town about
the scandal. Zaetta told the tabloid
News Limited, "When things like this
get into countries like that (India) it's
not taken lightly. Sex scandals - ru-
moured, alleged, bad Chinese whis-
pers, whatever it is - aren't taken
lightly in a country like that."

An embarrassed Department of
Defence issued an apology to Zaetta
for the sex scandal leak amidst re-
ports that she was going to sue the
department.

New Delhi (IANS): Following the
arrest of a man suspected to be in-
volved in the Jaipur serial blasts,
the police have found sophisticated
explosives in the early hours of
Thursday, buried in a Delhi neigh-
bourhood.

The police said Mohammed Salim
was held in Chelmsford Road at the
heart of New Delhi on Wednesday.
He had come to the capital from

Kolkata earlier in the day. The police
alleged he was a suspect in the May
13 Jaipur terror attack that killed at
least 61 people and wounded 216.

In the early hours of Thursday,
Salim led investigators to a buried
cache in D block of Janakpuri, west
Delhi, where the police claimed to
have found 3.1 kg of the chemical
explosive RDX, five detonators and
one timer device.

According to a police official, ter-
rorists were planning to use the ex-
plosives to carry out terror attacks
in the capital.

Detained on the basis of intelli-
gence inputs, Salim is said to be-
long to the Bangladesh-based terror
outfit Harkat-ul-Jihad-al-Islami
(HuJI). Investigating agencies sus-
pect the role of the HuJI in the
Jaipur blasts.
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Mumbai, May 19 (IANS): The
Anil Ambani-led group's deals with
eight Hollywood production houses
gives credence to the prediction of
American billionaire investor
George Soros that India will play "a
crucial role" in the global entertain-
ment and media industry in the
coming years.

Soros made this remark while in-
vesting $100 million in Reliance
BIG Entertainment last year. 

The announcement at Cannes
Sunday also came a week after
MGM announced the appointment
of Bedi A. Singh, an Indian based
in the USA, as president of MGM.

The two incidents corroborate the
fact that the Indian presence in Hol-
lywood is gradually increasing and
the Reliance BIG Entertainment's
deals, by far the biggest by an In-
dian (billionaire Anil Ambani), has
given the rising trend a big boost.

The company's first major media
investment abroad, it will enhance
its global presence and will indi-
rectly provide India's emerging
image of an economic powerhouse
an extra sheen.

"It's a big deal. I think, every In-
dian should feel proud that an In-
dian company has made such an
empathic inroad into Hollywood.
Though it is essentially a business
deal, it will improve India's image

abroad," Manmohan Shetty, the
erstwhile CEO of Reliance-Adlabs,
told IANS.

UTV is another Indian company
which has now made its presence
felt in Hollywood. Its co-production
venture with 20th Century Fox,
"The Happening," directed by
Manoj Night Shyamalan, is due for
release next month.

Till recently, it was the only In-
dian company to have projects with
major Hollywood studios like Walt
Disney (which has bought 32 per-
cent stake, valued $230 million, in
the company) and a tie-up deal with
Will Smith's production house,
Overbrooks, to produce two
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Anil Ambani’s Hollywood deal
signals bigger role for India

Explosives found in Delhi after
arrest of Jaipur suspect
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over charges she slept with

Aussie troops in Afghanistan

Anil Ambani flanked by wife Tina Ambani, former Bollywood star and Amitabh Bachchan (far right).
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Tania Zaetta: cameo roles in 'Bunty
and Bubli', 'Mr Black, Mr White'.
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