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As a prelude to the April tour with 
Col PJ Dermer USA(Ret) I want to 
share a experience of a lifetime 
when I escorted a Military Histori-
cal Tours group to Israel and Jor-
dan.  We visited historical sites 
going back 4000 years, but most 
meaningful to me were the places 
where Jesus went.  In the spirit of 
this holy season and as a Christ-
mas present to all of you, I have 
put  together a photo-essay that I 
took the day we visited the actual 
birthplace of Jesus in Bethlehem. 

First, some explanation of what 
you will be seeing: 
 

Photos 1 - 3.   I did not realize 
that today Bethlehem is governed 
by the Palestinian Authority as 
part of the West Bank.  A few 
years ago because of the increas-
ing terrorist attacks, the Israelis 
constructed an 80 mile long barri-
er separating the West 
Bank.  Around Bethlehem it is a 
30’ concrete wall.  Terrorist 
attacks have been reduced  



 

by 90%.  The sad part is that 
there are young Palestinians 
who have   never even met 
an Israeli!  Israelis are not 
allowed to travel into    
Bethlehem!  Our guide had 
to “hand us over” to             
Palestinian guides.  (Photos 
4-8) Passports were                
required!  After going 
through a maze of barriers, 
narrow fenced-in passage 
ways, turnstiles and        
passport checks, we were 
met on the other side of the 
wall by our Palestinian guide 
and several taxis. 



 

Photos  9-10 (right).  The first 
thing we did was have lunch 
at an Arab lunch place named 
the  “Christmas Tree!”  The 
Middle East is full of surprises 
like this one.  
 

Photos 11-13 (Below).  We 
went by taxi to Manger 
Square and the Church of the 
Nativity.  The first structure 
was built in 327 over the 
“cave” where Jesus was 
born.  The current basilica was 
rebuilt in 565.  It is adminis-
tered jointly by the Roman 
Catholic, Greek Orthodox and 
Armenian Apostolic churches. 

Notice the crowd…   



 

Photo 14.   Our guide is 
in the brown jacket 
(and it must have been 
90degF. in the shade! )  
is giving part of our 
group a “tactical 
briefing.”  And, yes, I 
did have a 90 year-old, 
wheel-chair bound gen-
tleman on the tour! 
 

Photos 15-17.  You en-
ter through a very low 
door, called “The Door 
of Humility. “  



 

Photos 18—
24.  The main 
church is cav-
ernous with an-
cient mosaics 
on the floor, 
but very little 
seating.   The 
place of Jesus’ 
birth is in a 
cave under the 
main altar. 



 

Photos 25-28.  When we en-
tered, there were hundreds of 
people standing in line for the 
opportunity to enter the 
grotto where Jesus was 
born.  Instead of going to the 
line, our guide took us to the 
grotto’s exit, split us up into 
pairs and told us not to move 
until he said so.  He went off 
and negotiated (I think money 
changed hands) with one of 
the guards.  Then at his signal, 
we entered the grotto through 
the exit, two-by-two.  Each 
pair could only stay in the 
grotto for three minutes, then 
it was the next pairs turn. 



 

Photo 29  The underground grotto or 
cave was very cramped…maybe 20’ x 
20.’  The spot of Jesus’ birth is on the 
left and the manger is on the right. 
 

Photo 30 (Below). This is the exact 
spot where Jesus was born.  It is 
marked by a 14-pointed silver star set 
into a marble floor and surrounded by 
silver lamps.  An altar is over it and the 
people are allowed to kneel and 
touch/kiss the star…but only for a cou-
ple seconds. 
 

Photos 31-32 (Right)..  Turning around 
from the star, about ten feet away you 
see the manger where Mary laid the 
newborn Jesus. 



 

Photos 33-35.  A beautiful 
side altar in the basilica. 
 

Photo 36.  Outside, see the 
moon rise behind the cross? 



 

Photos 37-41.  Street scenes of Bethlehem. 



 

Photos 42-45.  Leaving Bethlehem. 

Photo 46.  Young Israeli soldiers with au-
tomatic weapons checking our bus going 
back into Israel. 

Photo 47.  The Author channeling  Indi-

ana Jones or Lawrence of Arabia! 


