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Karen Heller    Washington Post

WA SH I NGT ON — Morning began with a daily devotion on 
the tour bus bound from Richmond, Virginia, to the nation’s 
capital. Katherine Webster, 85, a retired schoolteacher from 
Jackson, Mississippi, and her three adoring nieces broke 
into song, blending their voices on “O Come, All Ye Faithful” 
and “Take the Name of Jesus with You” in splendid four-part 
harmony. 

“They sound like angels,” tour organizer Wayne Barber 
said.

A tree surgeon by trade, Barber founded Purpose Driven 
Tours in 2007. 

His purpose is “a firm belief in the biblical account of cre-
ation and the worldwide flood” and, according to the com-
pany brochure, exploring “the Christian heritage of the U.S.” 

“It’s sort of like a big Sunday school on a bus,” said Barber, 
70, who still climbs trees and grinds stumps when he’s not 
traveling on the bus. 

 His nine-day December tour began in a Flowood, Mis-
sissippi, parking lot and would cover seven states and 3,000 
miles. It included seven Christmas spectaculars (casts of 
hundreds, flying angels, an honest-to-goodness camel), 
and visits to the Billy Graham Library in Charlotte, North 
Carolina, and the late Jerry Falwell’s Thomas Road Baptist 
Church in Lynchburg, Virginia.

But the 28 travelers — all white, many of them conserva-
tive Christian evangelicals who defined themselves by their 
faith — were mostly looking forward to their upcoming visit 
to the new $500 million Museum of the Bible in Washington. 

Patricia Rickard, 67, from Cool, California, a retired 
teacher who assisted home-school teachers and one of Web-
ster’s nieces, was thrilled about the journey, her first to the 
nation’s capital. The night before, in a Richmond holiday 
garden, she had confided her worries about being a Christian 
in today’s America.

“Living in California, you feel like a second-class citizen 
as a Christian,” she said. Her eyes flooded with tears, and she 
began to sob softly. 

“As a Christ follower, I feel the media ridicules and misrep-
resents people of faith,” she said. “I hope the Bible museum 
shows what Christ taught to everyone.”

Locating the museum in Washington, she thought, was 
vital. Placed so prominently, she said, “people from all over 
the world will see its importance to us. They will learn about 
that love letter from God” — her term for the Holy Book.

HOPING TO BE  A D.C. MUST-SEE
The Bible museum opened in November, financed largely 

by the Green family, conservative evangelical Christians 
who own Hobby Lobby. Their company successfully took 
the case against mandatory employer-provided birth con-
trol to the Supreme Court, located blocks from the museum. 

Housed in a former 1920s refrigeration warehouse, eight 
stories high and covering 430,000 square feet, the institu-
tion claims to be the “world’s largest museum dedicated 
to the Bible” and about the same size as the Smithsonian’s 
National Museum of African American History and Culture.

The Museum of the Bible devotes considerable space to 
the Old Testament and steers clear of affiliation with any 
denomination. Its leadership, like many members of the 
Purpose Driven group, is primarily evangelical Christian.

Officials hope that the museum will become as much of 

an attraction for faith-based group tours as the Capitol or the 
Library of Congress. Tour operators such as Purpose Driven, 
most traveling by bus and religious in nature, are critical to 
the museum’s success. 

To stay competitive with the city’s panoply of free attrac-
tions, such as the Smithsonian, the Bible museum does not 
charge admission, although it suggests a $15 donation for 
adults and $10 for children. In a city with costly lodging and 
budget-conscious tourists, it might remain more of a sug-
gestion than a reality. Bus tours, however, pay $12 a head for 
entry and receive preferred admission. During a fall hard-
hat preview of the museum, Barber became so excited that 
he registered his $1,925-a-person Christmas tour for all the 
bells and whistles.

The Purpose Driven group visited the special valley of 
David and Goliath exhibition ($8 a ticket) and experienced 
Washington Revelations, a “flyboard flying theater” (also 
$8). They attended a performance of the musical “Amazing 
Grace” ($85), which, the night they saw it, played to a 472-
seat house that was only one-third full. 

In Manna, the sixth-floor cafeteria-style restaurant, the 
group dined on platters that included the $14.99 Scholar’s 
Initiative (rice, rotisserie chicken, pickled vegetables) and 
the $16.99 Amazing Grace (tahini grits, lamb meatballs, 
chickpeas, beets).

With discounts, Barber paid around $117 per person for 
the entire visit, a boon to museum coffers and perhaps a bell-
wether of future groups’ investment. 

More than 900 groups have booked tours through next 
December, according to museum officials, almost half 
arranged by a large operator based in Florida. The average 
group size is 30, a spokeswoman said, originating in all 50 
states and from as far away as Israel.

•••••

Webster and her nieces roamed the museum in won-
der, their necks craned to watch the changing digital grand 
entrance ceiling, with its images of stained glass and nature.

“I have been to the Ark and the Creation Museum (in 
northern Kentucky), and this is like them,” Webster said 
on the second floor, which is dedicated to the Holy Book’s 
impact. “It’s so authentic and true to God’s word.”

Washington Revelations, the museum’s potential Space 
Mountain hit, is a thrill ride that revisits much of the scrip-
ture and biblical references that had been pointed out to the 
group on a tour of Capitol Hill and the city’s top sites: “Laus 
Deo” (“Praise be to God,” Psalm 146:1-2) etched atop the 
Washington Monument, or Moses holding the tablets carved 
into a U.S. Supreme Court frieze.

“Everything in Washington speaks of the faith of our 
Founding Fathers,” Barber said.

 But Bill Stewart, 65, a former probation parole officer who 
assists Barber with many tours, said that much of the Chris-
tian influence “seems to have been covered up.”

“Nobody wants to admit the influence,” he said, “but now 
everyone will see it.” 

Pilgrimage
Museum of the Bible becomes 
national destination for the faithful

A Purpose 
Driven Tours 
group heads 
to Wash-
ington’s 
Museum of 
the Bible on 
Dec. 5. The 
tour, which 
originated in 
Mississippi, 
was a nine-
day holiday 
excursion 
designed for 
Christians.    

Visitors watch a film about Jesus at the Museum of the Bible.    Photos by Evelyn Hockstein, Washington Post

Kyle Kooyers   Program manager, Kaufman Interfaith Institute

What does New Year’s mean spiritually?
Culturally speaking, New Year’s in the United States is a 

time of parties, watching college football bowl games, mak-
ing ambitious resolutions around personal health and hap-
piness, and, of course, staying up to watch that glitzy ball 
drop at midnight. While our celebration of the new year on 
Jan. 1 can be traced back to the Julian calendar in 45 BCE, 
with modifications made up until the Gregorian calendar in 
1582, we are still left with this question. For an answer, we 
might look to the wisdom of different traditions to see when, 
why, and how they mark the beginning of the new year.  

In the Islamic tradition, Ra’s al-Sanah al-Hijrīyah, or 
the Hijri New Year, marks the beginning of the year. Tak-
ing place first day of Muharram, the first month of the lunar 
Islamic calendar, it moves ahead each year in the Gregorian 
calendar and thus occurs at various times through the year. 
During this month of remembrance, with the Day of Ashura 
being the 10th and most sacred day of the month, some Mus-
lims make pilgrimages to commemorate and recall Prophet 
Muhammad’s emigration from Mecca to Medina, while oth-
ers may choose to fast, give charity or attend evening prayer. 

With a similar theme of remembrance and reflection, 
Rosh Hashana, which means “the head of the year,” is often 
referred to as the Jewish New Year. Taking place on the first 
day of the month of Tishrei, which usually falls in September 
or October, this holiday is a time of introspection, where one 
reflects upon the previous year and plans to make changes 
for the year to come. This time, often associated with the cre-
ation of the world, is marked with a blowing of the shofar (a 
ram’s horn), no work, attending synagogue and eating apples 
dipped in honey, which anticipate a sweet new year. 

About the same time, Orthodox Christians mark the first 
day of September, referred to as Indiction, as the begin-

ning of the church year. Similar to Rosh Hashanah, this day 
is associated with the creation of the earth, with the added 
Christian emphasis of the day that Jesus began his minis-
try.  The occasion is marked by prayers and action for the 
environment, with thanksgiving for the abundance and pro-
vision of good weather and harvest over the past year. For 
Western Christians, Advent, beginning the fourth Sunday 
before Christmas, begins the new year.

In the Baha’i faith, Naw-Rúz is the beginning of the new 
year. This day falls on the first day of the month of Baha, on 
the spring equinox, in mid- to late March. Called “The Day 
of God,” Naw-Rúz follows the Nineteen Day Fast as a fes-
tival for those who had completed the fast. With focus on 
renewal, this time acknowledges the coming of spring and 
the newness of life that comes with the messages of the nine 
manifestations of God, including Jesus, Muhammad, and 
Bahá’u’lláh. Work is halted as music, prayer, dancing, and 
food mark the occasion.  

Vaisakhi, sometimes called Baisakhi, is a new year festi-
val celebrated in Punjab in April by Hindus and Sikhs. For 
some Hindus, this is an ancient celebration marking the 
spring harvest, the solar new year and the sacredness of riv-
ers. Hindus may bathe in rivers, such as the Ganges, visit 
temples, meet family and friends and share festive foods. 
For Sikhs, in addition to a harvest festival, Vaisakhi is a cel-
ebration commemorating several significant events, includ-
ing the birth of the Sikh order and the coronation of the 10th 
Guru. Sikhs also bathe in bodies of water, holding kirtans, 

fairs and processions where people can gatherer and eat.
The Buddhist tradition, like Hinduism, has different cel-

ebrations of the new year depending on country, region or 
ethnic background. In Tibet, The Buddhist New Year, which 
may fall in February or March, is referred to as Losar. Lasting 
for three days, this celebration progresses from being with 
family on the first day to being with friends on the second 
and third days. People may visit decorated monasteries to 
seek purity and cleanliness, while also cleaning their homes, 
buying new clothes and preparing feasts. 

In the spirit of cleansing, this insight would be remiss to 
not mention the Chinese New Year. While not tied to any one 
specific religious or spiritual tradition, the Spring Festival 
begins on the new moon that falls between mid-January and 
mid-February. This huge celebration honors deities in the 
home and in the heavenly realm.  One might celebrate the 
Spring Festival with reunion dinners with family, relaxation 
from work, house cleaning to rid oneself of ill-fortune and 
bad luck, red decorations of happiness and good fortune, 
giving of money, and, of course, firecrackers and fireworks.

Whether we are talking about remembrance, thanksgiv-
ing, waiting, renewal, celebration, cleanliness or prepara-
tion, each of these New Year’s traditions offers us a reorien-
tation. Our attentions are turned toward that which is most 
important — the presence of family, the presence of friends 
and the presence of divine work. As we consider our own 
work this year, perhaps we might seek a reorientation to the 
people around us, to those with whom we live as neighbors 
in this beautiful thing we call community. 

Even though the midnight hour of Jan. 1 has passed, per-
haps we can still make one simple resolution — to make a 
new friend, one of a different faith or worldview, in order that 
our shared life might be a little bit richer in 2018.    
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faith Institute.


