
 

 

 

 

Retirement?  Long holiday?  Complete rest?  What is a sabbatical?  I was not too sure 
this time last year as my time in school was drawing to a close.  But now as the end of 
my sabbatical draws near I reflect on it. What emerges is broadening horizons, 
remembering the past, looking forward to the future and taking food for the journey. 
 
I attended two three month courses, the 
first in Dalgan Park, Co Meath,  

 
 

and the second in 
the Ecce Homo 
Centre for Biblical Formation  
in Jerusalem.  
 
The content of both courses was 
challenging and stimulating.  I loved 
especially the way the Scriptures were 
opened up to us in a new way by the 
biblical scholars in Ecce Homo.   

 
Nor were our studies simply academic as they were accompanied by a whole series of 
excursions throughout Palestine and into Egypt.  We were confronted with very difficult 
political and social situations and challenged to read the Scriptures in the context, not 
only of when they were written but also of our own day.  
 

As well as the benefits of both programme contents, I really enjoyed meeting people 
from so many different races and cultures, indeed, from thirty countries spread over 
five continents.  (Quite a change from Rathmore where we had less than ten foreign 
nationals in a school population of over a thousand!)  And even though we spoke in 
different tongues we were able somehow to communicate. 
 

My fondest example of 
this is when another 
sister and I made friends 
with two young Bedouin 
women as they tended 
their goats on the slopes 
of Mount Sinai.  When 
we told them we spoke 
English they began to 
recite the alphabet in 
English.  That didnôt get 
us far!   
 

Sunrise over Mt. Sinai 
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                        Bedouin girls at Sinai                                                         

 
We then admired the white 
embroidery on their black cloaks 
and they immediately began to 
show us the beautiful coloured 
embroidery on their brightly 
coloured dresses underneath. No 
problem communicating now!  The 
language of women, Iôd say!   
 

 
We felt really privileged when they 
invited us to have tea with them 
on the mountain side.   
We watched in admiration as they 
made their fire, boiled a little 
water and milk, rinsed out two 
small cups in a tiny drop of water, 
added tea leaves and heaps of 
sugar and, taking some bread 
which the ñMammaò of one of 
them had baked, showed us how 
to scoop goatôs cheese from a 

little pot on to it.  Not wanting to leave the girls short for their own tea, I took only a 
small amount of cheese. One of them immediately took my bread from me, scooped 
up a generous helping of cheese with it and gave it back to me with a lovely smile.  It 
was delicious.  Thus we experienced the first law of the desert which is hospitality. 

 
It reminded me of our own Irish tradition of 
hospitality and how we should cherish it.  Indeed, throughout my sabbatical many 
ordinary, simple things brought the past to mind and I found myself reliving it from a 

different perspective and usually with a sense of gratitude.  This experience nudges 
me towards a more ñmindfulò way of living in future, something which our Sunflower 
Group reflected on recently in Pen. 

  



SSoommee  ooff  UUrrssuullaaôôss  ffaavvoouurriittee  iimmaaggeess  ffrroomm  tthhee  HHoollyy  LLaanndd  
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Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives  

 



 
Group on Desert Trek 

 
 
 

 
The group at Sinai 

 
 

 
 

Ursula at Sinai 

 


