Dear Brothers and Sisters,

Was Jesus a Cave Man? When you go on pilgrimage to the Holy Land, one of the things you
find strange is the number of historic holy places that are in caves. “Here is the cave of Elijah
the prophet.” Says the guide. “Here is the cave where John the Baptist was beheaded.” “Here
is the cave where the Bethlehem Shepherds lived.” “Here is the cave where Joseph, Mary and

Jesus lived.” “Here is the cave where the Blessed Virgin Mary was visited by the Angel
Gabriel.”

The two most important caves are the cave where Jesus was born in Bethlehem and the cave
where his body was laid to rest in Jerusalem. “Why all the caves?” the modern traveler will ask.
“Didn’t they live in houses? Was Jesus a cave man?”

Our modern idea of cave dwellers is conditioned by our popular idea of neanderthals. We’ve
seen displays in museums of hairy men clothed in animal furs living in caves. We've watched
the Flintstones and our popular idea of cavemen is that of primitive sub humans who carry a
club and drag their women around by the hair.

However, when you visit Israel you soon learn that the countryside is very mountainous and
the rolling hills of soft limestone are pockmarked with caves. Go into one and you realize, in
the unremitting heat, living in a cave is not such a bad idea. It's cool in the summer and (if you
have some animals in there with you) it's warm in the winter. Sure, it’s a bit dark, but you're
not spending time there during the day. It's mostly just a place to sleep.

As you travel in Israel and the West Bank, if you have a sharp eye you can spot Bedouin
encampments in which the tents are built in front of a cave. Even today some of the shepherds
in Israel and the West Bank live in caves.

While visiting Bethlehem our guide took us to visit a Bedouin shepherd family and our host
took us to see the remains of an old cave house. The cave was hollowed out of the hillside,
and our host explained that in front of the cave the family would have built a simple one
roomed house. Their single room would usually be supplemented with a small extra room
reserved for guests. The family would live in the single room house, and use the cave to house
their animals.

Bethlehem today is a bustling modern city on the side of a hill. At the time of Jesus’ birth it
would have been a settlement of simple cave houses. Once they arrived in Bethlehem, Mary
and Joseph would have gone to the home of Joseph’s extended family. As they didn’t have
space in their guest room, they offered the stable/cave as a place of shelter for Mary and
Joseph.

A visit to Bethlehem today includes a visit to the ancient church of the Nativity built in the sixth
century on the site of an earlier church from the fourth century which was built there because
the first Christians remembered the cave house where Jesus was born.

Your Pastor,
Fr. Longenecker



