
 
Holy Land: return of the pilgrims. CIC, “promising restart.” Awaited
return of Italians

(From Jerusalem) The narrow streets of the Christian Quarter in the Old City of Jerusalem - the
beating heart of Christianity - the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (the privileged destination for anyone
making a pilgrimage to the Holy Land), are returning to fill up with visitors. After a two-year stop
imposed by the Covid-19 pandemic, Israel has gradually relaxed restrictions to the point of lifting
PCR testing mandate for those entering Israel at airports and subsequent isolation as of May 21,
effectively restoring normal travel conditions. These decisions were taken in view of a slow but
gradual increase in inbound tourism after the pandemic. Israel recorded 207,400 visitor arrivals in
April 2022, (compared to 30,200 in April 2021 and 405,000 in April 2019). Of these, 5,000 tourists
arrived from Italy in the month of April alone. These figures mark a significant increase compared to
April 2021 and a 49% decrease compared to April 2019, a boom year in incoming tourist flow  to
Israel. Should this trend continue, 2022 could record as many as 2 million visitors. 

 (CIC) of the Custody of the Holy Land, which handles the booking of Holy Mass and prayers in the
holy sites, points out that “the war in Ukraine has led to the annulment of numerous pilgrimages. It is
difficult, if not impossible, to travel from that region." There has also been great concern among
pilgrims following a series of attacks, in the second half of March and in April, that claimed the lives of
Israelis and Palestinians. However, the CIC reports, "the holy places are safe and pilgrims have
nothing to fear." The revamped store windows have returned to their original display of sacred and
devotional objects, and its owners encourage pilgrims passing by to purchase their items. "We are
nowhere near pre-pandemic numbers," says Mustapha, owner of a souvenir shop not far from the
Holy Sepulchre, "but we are confident for the near future, although it will still take some time before
we return to normal.” 
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: "We arrived today. Our pilgrims are young people in discernment and they trust that this
pilgrimage will offer them the clarity they need to make the right decisions for their lives." 

  Inside the Basilica. In the meantime, several groups of pilgrims flocked to the square outside
the Holy Sepulchre, among them also young Serbian football players of the Under-17 team
who are participating in the 2021-22 European Under-17 Championship finals. There are also
some French, Spanish and Brazilian pilgrims, each wearing earpieces, listening to the
explanation offered by their respective tour guides. Inside the Basilica, a small group of
Ukrainian women are praying at the Stone of Anointing. They display a Ukrainian flag and
wave a small banner hailing their country. They are members of the Ukrainian diaspora. They
say they came on pilgrimage to pray for peace and for their family members who remained in
their homeland. Orderly rows of pilgrims line up at Calvary and for entry into the Holy
Sepulchre. Everything happens in an orderly and quiet manner. Pre-pandemic crowds of
pilgrims are a distant memory - at least for now. Nevertheless, "we are seeing a restart that
brings confidence and hope to the many Palestinian Christian families whose livelihoods
depend on religious tourism, and it gives respite to a struggling economy sorely tried by
Covid-19.” Figures. Figures at a continental level for the period January-May 2022 provided to
SIR by the Franciscan Pilgrim's Office show a total of 1,100 groups from North America
totalling 36,683 pilgrims, 958 groups from Europe with 28,276 pilgrims, 442 groups from Latin
America with 17,406 pilgrims. There were 229 groups from Asia with 7,967 pilgrims, followed
by Africa with 37 groups and 1,063 pilgrims and Oceania with 2 groups and 33 faithful.
Countries with the highest number of visitors were: the USA with 36,122 pilgrims (1081
groups), Brazil with 10,323 pilgrims (246 groups), Spain with 6,700 pilgrims (184 groups), Italy
with 5,557 pilgrims (218 groups), Israel with 4,258 pilgrims (81 groups), France with 3. 683
pilgrims (129 groups), Mexico with 3,472 (103 groups), the United Kingdom with 2,500 pilgrims
(92 groups), Poland with 2,407 pilgrims (82 groups), Germany with 2,235 pilgrims (39 groups),
Indonesia with 1,300 pilgrims (43 groups) and Colombia with 1,137 pilgrims (30 groups). The
Philippines, Slovakia, Argentina, India, Portugal, Austria, Norway, Canada, South Africa,
Switzerland, Chile, Puerto Rico, Croatia, Palestine and the Dominican Republic follow in
scattered order.
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