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A
cross more than 
2000 years of his-
tory, one might be 
forgiven for feeling 
the tenets of the 

Christian faith are somewhat 
abstract.

Elena AbouAssaly, a 15-year-
old freshman at Burlington 
High School, admits to having 
felt that way. So no wonder in 
years past, during the lengthy 
Palm Sunday Mass 
when the passion 
story of Christ’s 
arrest and cruci-
fixion was read in 
church, her mind 
would drift toward 
the door.

But not this 
year.

Not with mem-
ories still fresh 
from a 10-day trip 
with her parents, 
brother, grandparents and oth-
ers in March to tour the Holy 
Land, visiting sites where, as 
Christians believe, Jesus was 
born, walked, preached, per-
formed his miracles, was cruci-
fied, resurrected and ascended 
into heaven.

“I went and I walked in Jesus’ 
footsteps,” Elena said. “It’s, like, 
a totally different feeling than 
before we left.”

Coming home, the stories 
became more real than ever 
before.

It was a sentiment echoed last 
week by her parents and brother, 
and others who shared in their 
biblical adventure.

“For me personally,” Mike 
AbouAssaly said, “it really 
helped re-energize my faith.”

“It kind of brought everything 
to life,” added his wife, Michelle 
AbouAssaly, referring to the 
Palm Sunday Mass. The service 
was an emotional experience, 
she said, as memories of the 
places mentioned flooded in.

Rosa Bailey, Michelle’s 
mother, called it “an unreal 
experience. There is no way to 
prepare for this deeply profound 
spiritual journey.”

“It just really comes to life, 
having been there,” said Carole 
Halicki of Burlington, who also 
made the trip.

•••
The Holy Land tour had been 

in the planning stages for more 
than a year before the group’s 

non-stop Turkish Airlines flight 
departed Chicago March 10, 
bound for Istanbul. From just 
two at the outset, the traveling 
party grew to include about a 
dozen AbouAssalys out of a 
total of 36 people.

When the Rev. Constantine 
Nasser, the former longtime 
priest at St. George Ortho-
dox Church in Cedar Rapids, 
announced the trip, among the 
earliest to reserve spots were 
Mike’s parents, John and Maria 

AbouAssaly of 
Cedar Rapids, who 
reared their chil-
dren up in and still 
attend St. George. 
For John AbouAs-
saly, it was to be 
his seventh visit to 
the Holy Land.

For months, 
it remained just 
the two of them 
— until Maria 
AbouAssaly was 
diagnosed with 

cancer. It was then the family 
portion of the contingent, which 
included others from St. George, 
and from Nasser’s new church, 
St. Elijah’s in Oklahoma City, 
Okla., began to expand.

First to join was Mike.
“I really want to go experi-

ence this with my mom,” he 
recalled telling Michelle, who 
said she agreed right away he 
should. The party grew again 
after she put the trip dates on 
the calendar. That is when she 
saw the March 10-to-20 itinerary 
overlapped a five-day weekend 
from school. With a second 
weekend thrown in, Elena and 
Alex, 12, could go and miss only 
four days of classes and home-
work.

Mike was all for it, he said, 
figuring it would be the “trip of a 
lifetime for them.”

As the list grew again by 
three, Mike’s brother George 
and his daughter, and sister, 
Gwen Atty and her husband, all 
of Cedar Rapids, decided they 
wanted to go, too. An aunt also 
joined the trip.

The group grew again when 
Michelle’s mother, Rosa Bailey, 
a 30-year Spanish teacher in 
Centerville who moved to Burl-
ington eight years ago to be near 
her daughter’s family, asked 
about coming along.

“I feel so blessed that I 
experienced it with family and 
friends,” Bailey said in an email. 

Faith reaffirmed
Lenten-season trip to the Holy Land follows the footsteps of Christ.

Contributed

The AbouAssaly family of Burlington, Michelle, Elena, Mike and Alex, during a visit in March to the Holy Land, wade in the River Jordan, where 
Jesus was baptized by John the Baptist. Across the river lies the nation of Jordan.

Contributed

Jesus was believed to have been crucified on this site, which now 
is contained within the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem. 
Christ’s tomb also is at the site.

Contributed

Carole Halicke of Burlington drinks from Jacob’s Well, where Jesus 
is said to have met the Samaritan woman on the road to Galilee. 
Visitors must winch the water up from deep below.

Contributed

This stone barrel is one of two remaining at a church built on the site 
where the Bible says Jesus performed a miracle by turning water into 
wine. Visitors place items on the barrel to obtain a blessing.

Visit www.thehawkeye.com for a collection of photos taken during a March trip by Burlington residents  
the AbouAssaly family and Carole Halicki to visit Christian holy sites in Israel and Palestine.

“I went and I 
walked in Jesus’ 

footsteps. It’s, like, 
a totally different 

feeling than before 
we left.”

Elena AbouAssaly

See Faith on page 4C
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“I especially enjoyed seeing 
my grandchildren interested 
in the sites that we visited and 
learning more about the life and 
sacrifice of Jesus.”

The last addition was Rosa’s 
friend, Carole, the marketing 
manager at Pzazz and Catfish 
Bend, who got one of the last 
available seats after learning 
about the trip over coffee in 
February. The two became close 
working together 
on the outreach 
commission of SS. 
John and Paul Par-
ish in Burlington. 
Hearing of upcom-
ing adventure, 
Halicki said it was 
a trip she hoped to 
make one day.

Why wait, Rosa 
said. Maybe there’s 
room.

There was. And 
fortunately for 
Carole, she had 
decided on a whim 
late last year to 
renew her pass-
port, which was set to expire 
this year. Not doing so when she 
did would have prevented her 
going.

“Sometimes things happen 
because they’re supposed to 
happen,” she said.

•••
After two days in the air, 

their tour bus took them all over 
Israel and Palestine, to Ceasarea 
Philippi in the northeast near 
the Lebanese and Syrian bor-
ders, where Christians believe 
Christ told Peter he was the 
rock upon which he would build 
his church; to Ceasarea, an 
homage to the Roman emporer 
built by King Herod on the Med-
iterranean coast; to the Sea of 
Galilee; Bethlehem; Jerusalem 
and more.

“It’s certainly a wonderful 
thing to see and do,” Carole said. 
“If you are Christian and paid 
any attention to the Bible ... We 
were there, we walked in those 
same spots.”

Nasser, a native Palestinian 
Christian, led his group to expe-
riences beyond the itinerary — 
like attending a reception with 
the Archbishop of Bethlehem at 
the Church of the Nativity; and 

visiting a school Nasser helps 
through a charitable foundation, 
a non-denominational school 
that serves more than 600 Chris-
tian and Muslim students.

Though on vacation, Alex 
learned a lesson there.

“We’re not that different,” 
the Notre Dame sixth-grader 
said. “Even halfway around the 
world, we’re all the same.”

The trip taught them Muslims 
and Jews and Christians, even 
amid the political strife of that 
region, can be friends to one 
another; and that only a tiny seg-
ment of the people there have 

any interest in 
harming others.

Echoing his 
son’s sentiment, 
Mike said, “the 
average Muslim 
wants what we 
want here.”

On the itinerary 
and off, they were 
exposed to some 
of the holiest sites 
in Christianity, 
including places 
where history 
and tradition say 
events in the Bible 
occurred, and 
churches many 

hundreds of years old built to 
contain and preserve them. 
Many of the holy sites are well 
below street level, covered over 
by the march of civilization.

Mike and Michelle renewed 
their vows at church in Cana 
built where their faith tells them 
Jesus turned water into wine. 
They all drank from Jacob’s 
Well, where Jesus conversed 
with the Samaritan woman.

“I saw where Jesus was 
arrested,” Elena said. “I saw 
where he was denied three 
times. I saw it all.”

They saw where the Last 
Supper is said to have been held; 
walked in the Garden of Geth-
semane, where the Bible says 
Jesus prayed to God for mercy, 
and was arrested following his 
betrayal by Judas. They swam in 
the Dead Sea, and waded in the 
River Jordan, where Christ was 
baptized by John the Baptist. 
They visited the home of Cai-
phas, the leader of the Pharisees 
who turned Jesus over to the 
Romans for trial and execution.

There, Carole was invited to 
read the 88th Psalm, described 
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Contributed

John and Maria AbouAssaly of Cedar Rapids, with their grandchil-
dren, Gabrielle AbouAssaly of Cedar Rapids, left, Elena and Alex, at 
Jacob’s Well.

Contributed

Father Constantine Nasser, right, formerly the priest at St. George 
Orthodox Church in Cedar Rapids, sits next to the Archbishop of 
Bethlehem during a reception at the Church of the Nativity.

Contributed

At the Sea of Galilee, the group was treated to a lunch of fish and 
various salads and french fries. This species of fish is believed to be 
the same species Saint Peter the Fisherman would have caught and 
sold more than 2000 years ago.

Contributed

Carole Halicki and Michelle AbouAssaly wait in line to visit the Tomb of Jesus, inside the Church of Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem.

Contributed

Mike and Michelle AbouAssaly enjoy a sunset cruise on the Sea of 
Galilee.

“It’s certainly a 
wonderful thing to 
see and do. If you 
are Christian and 
paid any attention 
to the Bible ... We 

were there, we 
walked in those 
same spots.”

Carole Halicki

Faith
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as a prayer for deliverance.
In the ruins of one of Herod’s 

palaces, they visited where John 
the Baptist was imprisoned 
and executed. The tour took 
them to Capernaum, where 
Jesus based his ministry and is 
believed to have performed sev-
eral of his miracles; and to the 
hilltop where Christ preached 
his Sermon on the Mount after 
performing the miracle of the 
loaves and fishes. All told, Mike 
said, they visited more than 
three dozen churches.

They visited Mary’s tomb, 
which Michelle called the most 
powerful stop of the trip for her. 
For Alex, it was Jesus’ tomb.

“You took mine,” Elena pro-
tested.

The tomb, inside the Church 
of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusa-
lem, reopened to visitors after 
a lengthy and extensive reno-
vation just in time for their trip. 
Arriving early, there still was 
an hours-long wait in line to get 
in. Visitors who arrived later in 
the day were disappointed when 
the tomb closed for a visit by the 
patriarch of the Greek Orthodox 
church.

“That was a pretty amazing 
place,” Carole said of the tomb.

They saw the places where 
Christ was crucified at Gol-
gotha, also inside the Church 
of the Holy Sepulcher, built by 
European conquerors in the 
time of the Crusades. There, 
among the crowds, they encoun-
tered Christians from many 

nations and denominations, 
as well as Jews and Muslims, 
whose faiths claim some of the 
same holy sites.

“You’re shoulder-to-shoulder 
with people from all over the 
world,” Mike 
said.

Rami, their 
local tour 
guide from 
Fort Worth, 
Texas-based 
Goodshep-
herd Travel, 
the AbouAs-
salys and 
Halicki said, 
could teach 
theology on 
any univer-
sity campus. 
At each stop, 
he blended 
Biblical and 
cultural history. He described 
crucifixion in all its brutal 
detail, from the 40 lashes minus 
one that ripped the flesh from 
the backs of the condemned 
before they were nailed to the 
cross, to the eventual death by 
suffocation that followed knees 
being broken to prevent arching 
away from the wood.

Such descriptions, Michelle 
said, made the stories of Christ’s 
suffering all the more real.

Wherever Jesus was pur-
ported to have walked, people 
would gather to touch it, kiss 
it and lay items like rosaries 
and cards on to receive their 
blessing. Such places included a 
stone in the Garden of Gethse-
mane where Christ was believed 
to have prayed to God before his 
betrayal, on water jugs at Cana, 

and the Annointing Stone inside 
the Church of the Holy Sepul-
cher, where Christ’s body was 
laid out in preparation for burial.

•••
Like his daughter, Mike said 

the stories 
told in church 
became all the 
more real for 
having been in 
the place where 
they happened.

“It reignited 
my faith,” he 
said of the trip. 
“It really did.”

Unlike Mus-
lims, who are 
expected to 
make a pilgrim-
age to Mecca 
at least once in 
their lives, there 

is no requirement placed upon 
Christians to visit the holy sites 
of their faith.

Required or now, though, the 
AbouAssalys and Carole agree 
every person who follows Jesus 
should make the effort. In part 
to show support for the area’s 

Christian minority from the 
broader Christian community. 
And because it breeds greater 
understanding for people who 
live in other parts of the world, 
said Carole, who hopes to soon 
schedule a presentation at 
church of a video being made of 
the trip so others can share in it.

“They’re good people,” Carole 
said of the Palestinians, who 
she said are severely oppressed 
by the Israeli government. “The 
Jewish people are nice people, 
too. I’m not sure why they can’t 
just get along with each other.

“I guess we all need that 
lesson.”

Beyond exposure to different 
cultures, though, the primary 
aim of going should be to 
re-energize a belief that New 
Testament stories are more 
than merely words in an ancient 
book.

“As Christians,” Mike said, “it 
is important to go and connect 
with our faith, and really see, 
and touch, and feel and smell 
the origin of your faith. It’s why 
we go to church on Sunday. This 
man, Jesus, existed.”
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Contributed

John AbouAssaly, center, poses with his sons, Mike, left, and George, 
at the entrance to the Church of the Transfiguration on Mount Tabor, 
where Christians believe Jesus spoke with the prophets Jacob and 
Elijah. John AbouAssaly took a similar photograph with his father on 
an earlier trip to the Holy Land.

Contributed

Mike and Michelle AbouAssaly, with their children, Alex and Elena, and the Rev. Constantine Nasser, renewed their wedding vows at a church 
in Cana built where Jesus performed his first miracle, turning water into wine.

Contributed

Michelle AbouAssaly and her mother, Rosa Bailey, at the Russian Or-
thodox Church of the Ascension in Jerusalem, built on the site where 
Christians believe Jesus ascended into heaven.

“As Christians, it is 
important to go and 

connect with our faith, 
and really see, and 
touch, and feel and 

smell the origin of your 
faith. It’s why we go to 
church on Sunday. This 
man, Jesus, existed.”

Mike AbouAssaly

Share your good news 
with our readers. The 

deadline to submit baby’s 
names for Sunday’s news-
paper is noon Thursday. 
Announcements may be 

sent to: 

Baby’s names
c/o The Hawk Eye

Box 10
Burlington Iowa 52601

or sent via email to 
news@thehawkeye.com
with Baby’s name in the 

subject line.

Faith
Continued from page 4 C
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