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“Loca Desiderarta”:
Sacred Space and Holy Land Pilgrimage in Christian Culture

Ora LIMOR

Pilgrimage is a journey to a holy place, a physical act loaded with symbolical
meaning. Pilgrims aim to see the holy places "with their own eyes", touching them and
praying in them. In all religions, pilgrimage in space is also a journey upwards to God,
and inside to the soul. The strong impact of encounter with the holy places helps to
explain why many pilgrims feel a need to put down their experiences in writing.
Christian pilgrimage literature, known as itineraria (itinerary), holds hundreds of
works, including texts that were written by pilgrims, for pilgrims or about pilgrims,
and its main theme is the holy places and their sacred traditions.

Christian pilgrimage started as a spontaneous act of believers, who felt the need
to come close to the holy. Although unlike Jewish pilgrimage to the Second Temple
Christian pilgrimage is not a religious commandment, it became a central element of
Christian religious behavior and a vast phenomenon. The criticism it aroused in certain

circles could not fight the impulse of believers to spot the places where the dramatic
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events of the history of redemption took place.

The main traits of Holy Land pilgrimage were formed in the fourth century and
remained valid for hundreds of years, despite changes caused by political situation in
the Holy Land and on the way to it, and internal developments in Christian piety.
During the fourth century, pilgrimage became a great phenomenon and a prestigious
act. Pilgrims came from the east and the west. Many of them came for Easter and around
the festival of the Dedication of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (14 September), in
order to take part in the solemn liturgies enacted in the holy places. Monks living near
the holy places took care of the pilgrims, provided them with food and shelter and
looked after the pilgrims’ spiritual needs. They were the guides in the holy sites,
performed the special pilgrimage liturgy, and gave the pilgrims eulogiae, “blessings”,
namely, souvenirs that held benedictory powers special to the holy places.

Holy places are special sites that commemorate extraordinary, symbolical, events
that happened within their boundaries, and Jerusalem is the holy place par excellence.
For Christian and Jews Jerusalem is the center of the world, the axis mundi, the
omphalos, the cosmic place from which creation begun. Pilgrimage to her was defined
as "prototypical pilgrimage" and "the pilgrimage of all pilgrimages". Her area of
influence is boundless, both in geographic and in religious terms. Jerusalem is a
massive mosaic of holy places, and although from the political and economic
perspectives Jerusalem was long a peripheral city, it has always been at the center of
Jewish and Christian religious experience.

For Christians, the sacred map of Jerusalem is the stage of the historical drama
that underlies the very essence of Christianity. It is a map of beliefs, of longed-for
places - "loca desiderata". Jerusalem is widely believed to be the nearest place to
heaven on earth. In all three Abrahamic religions the events of the end of time - the
resurrection of the dead and the Last Judgment - will take place in Jerusalem. Some
pilgrims aimed to end their life in Jerusalem, so as to be close to the place of these
events. Such pilgrims looked for the heavenly city within the earthly one. For them,
Jerusalem on earth was the gateway to heaven, the center of the world, the holy of

holies.
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Pilgrimages in a Secular Society:
The Spread of Religious Tourism without Faith

Ryosuke OKAMOTO

Pilgrimage is one of the most active religious activities in increasingly secularized
developed societies. As the number of people participating in traditional worship
services and rituals, especially in the Christian churches of Europe and the United
States, declines over time, and doubts about religious values and norms are publicly
voiced, pilgrimages are mobilizing more and more people in inverse proportion to this
decline. In this paper, we will focus on three forms of pilgrimage in secular societies
where institutional religions and organized religions have lost their authority and
influence, specifically, pilgrimage to sites where the Virgin appears, pilgrimage on foot,
and the “power spot” phenomenon in Japan.

With regard to the appearance of the Virgin, if we take into account the historical
genealogy from the first modern church of the Miraculous Medal to Medjugorje, we
can observe a trend that can be called the visualization and hyperactivity of the Virgin.
In the first place, the apparition of the Virgin is an unnecessary miracle that could bring
a dangerous message to the organized faith of the Church. For this reason, the Virgin
initially appeared as a picture, but later on she becomes more and more eloquent and
gestural. The never-ending appearance of the Virgin in Medjugorje is the extreme of
this trend, and can be said to be an over-adaptation to the modern society.

Next, in this paper, we will focus on the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela,
which has been remarkably revitalized since the 2000s. The destination of this
pilgrimage is the cathedral where the relics of the apostle is enshrined, and in this
respect, it is a very traditional Catholic pilgrimage. However, the people who walk the
pilgrimage route “Camino” are not the faithful in the traditional sense. It is not the
Christian faith that motivates and frames their journey, but media works that are critical
of Christianity. The values that emphasize the journey itself rather than the destination,
the holy land, that emerged from the pilgrimage to Santiago de Compostela, can also
be found in the revival of pilgrimage tourism in Japan.

The “powerspot” boom of the 2000s in Japan is the latest manifestation of the

transformation of modern religions. By nature, sacred sites are under the control of
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religious institutions. However, in the power spot boom, various discourses from the
secular media have entered the sacred sites and created practices that are not necessarily
related to traditional beliefs. And sometimes the traditional religions appropriated them.
The Japanese traditional religions of Buddhism and Shinto do not have the protective
barrier of systematic doctrines, and are therefore susceptible to outside narratives, and
as a result, we can point to a situation that can be called the spiritualization of

traditional religions.
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Islamic Pilgrimage in the Middle East: An Overview

Daniella TALMON-HELLER

Pilgrimage to Mecca, a Qur anic commandment incumbent on every Muslim man
and woman who can make the trip, is one of the five "pillars" of Islam. In my paper I
explain how, theologically, and politically, the pre-Islamic pagan rites of the visitation
of the shrine of the Black Stone of the Ka‘ba became part and parcel of the monotheistic
religion of Islam around 630AD, and a hallmark of the unity of the Muslims. I offer a
walk through the intricate rituals of the 5-days long hajj and discuss their symbolic,
historical, and mystical meanings, as well as some of the rituals that accompanied the
departing caravans and returning pilgrims in cities such as Cairo and Damascus.

Nowadays, pilgrims to Mecca also pay their tribute to the Prophet Muhammad by
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visiting his mosque and tomb complex in the city of Medina. The visitation (ziyara in
Arabic) of other places connected with the Prophet, other cities important to Islam, and
tombs of earlier prophets and later religious figures, has been and still is contested
among Muslim scholars. I discuss the arguments for and against the ziyara in legal and
devotional texts, and the reasons for its great popularity, especially in Muslim societies
influenced by Sufism. I elaborate on the ziyara to Jerusalem (the third holy city for
Islam), and on the historical process of the formation of Islamic sacred geography in
the medieval Middle East. It came to include a wide variety of sites, ranging from the
mausolea of great scholars and mosques holding relics of the Prophet, to rural shrines
dedicated to almost anonymous local saintly figures. Some of those sites elicited
private visits of devotees — women and men — seeking intercession, healing, or
remission of sins. Other sites became the focus of annual communal celebrations known
as mawalid (in honor of the anniversary of the birth/death of holy men) or mawasim
(seasonal gatherings). The latter combine religious devotions with socialization,
commerce, and fun, that draw the harsh criticism of purists. In the twentieth century,
against the backdrop of nation-building projects and national conflicts in the Middle
East, some pilgrimages became highly politicized. A couple of examples from Palestine
and Israel to demonstrate this point.

Sunni opponents of tomb-worship, beginning with the influential fundamentalist
thinker of the early 14'" century Ibn Taymiyya, blame the Shi‘is for having introduced
this unwarranted "innovation" into the practice of Muslims. Some art-historians also
tend to attribute to Shi‘a Islam a prominent role in the development of monumental
funerary architecture, typical of pilgrimage destinations. While these conjectures are
debated, there is no doubt that Shi‘i Islam encourages visits to the graves of its Imams
(spiritual leaders) and martyrs as venues for devotion to the house of ‘Ali, and its holy
places certainly deserve special attention in the context of Islamic pilgrimage. Also
worthy of attention is the phenomenon of shared sacred sites, which — despite the
animosity between Sunnis and Shi‘is, and the tensions between Muslims, Christians,

and Jews — drew a mixed batch of pilgrims and patrons.
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Pilgrimage in the Ancient Near East:
The Hittite Texts and the Hebrew Bible

Ada TAGGAR COHEN

Pilgrimage in the Ancient Near East shares its religious, political, and economic
components with many later historical and cultural pilgrimages. Both biblical
commandments as well as occurrences of pilgrimage in the Hebrew Bible from the 9th
to the 7th centuries BCE, and in the texts found in the Hittite capital of Hattusa in
central Anatolia that existed between the 16th-12th centuries BCE are discussed in this
paper. Individual pilgrimage indications, next to royal designated pilgrimages show
how on the one hand a certain calendric seasonal order was created with these
pilgrimages, and on the other some similarities in the motives and the gains that
followed these pilgrimages. The paper divides the treatment of the texts into

individual’s pilgrimages and royal pilgrimages.
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