Curtiss DeYoung Global Trip—January 2006
I spent four weeks abroad in Chiang Mai, Thailand; Cairo, Egypt; and Jerusalem, Palestine/Israel. Below is a brief description of and reflection on my trip.

Chiang Mai, Thailand

I was in Chiang Mai, Thailand for five days. I enjoyed the warm weather, the delightful Thai food, and the cultural diversity. I met with administrators at Payap University--which was the purpose of my visit. Bethel University has a partnership with Payap for students to study for a semester. I was delighted to discover that one of the foremost leaders in interreligious dialogue and reconciliation, Mark Tamthai, was recently appointed to direct Payap's center for religion and culture. In addition to the tensions between Christians and the majority Buddhists that periodically emerge, there is now a rapidly growing Islamic presence. This would be a great laboratory for students of reconciliation. Dr. Tamthai is at the center of mediating these tensions.

I also had the opportunity to have lunch with two leaders of the Burmese liberation movement who are working on reconciliation issues. They were jailed as part of the student movement in 1988 and have been exiled since 1990.

Two things mark the culture of Thailand ... its Buddhism and its monarchy. Wats (Buddhist temples) and photos of the King and are everywhere. I had the opportunity to visit several Wats. The architecture is quite inspiring. I was inspired by the sincerity and commitment of the people who come for worship. There are many monks in this city. I have learned that some men become monks for a portion of their life. It is not considered to always be a lifetime commitment. One temple that I visited was up on a mountain—Wat Phra That Doi Suthep is considered one of the four most important temples in Thailand. The climb up the stairs tested my physical fitness. But the view of the city from on top and the beauty of the temple made it worth it. It is also quite interesting how worshippers and tourists intermix without any difficulty. Buddhist worship often is focused on earning merit so people bring flowers, gifts, burn candles and incense at the temples. Even the walk up the mountain earns merit.

Cairo, Egypt

The move from Thailand to Egypt was very disorienting at first due to the massive cultural shift: Asia to Africa, Thai to Arabic, Buddhism to Islam, a city of 2 million to one of 20 million. My purpose was to visit a program called the Middle East Studies Program that hosts 25 students each semester from several Christian colleges to study Islam, Arabic, Egyptian culture, and the Middle East. I participated in their orientation for new students and I was very impressed by the program. I hope to send some Bethel students.

One day we visited an area of Cairo called Muquattan. It is better known as "Garbage City." All of the garbage is brought to this section of the city where people sort through it in order to recycle it. People live in this same area where they work. There are probably 30,000 people in the area. I have never seen such squalor--yet it provides people with jobs and an income. Since pigs are used to eat the food found in the garbage, Muslims cannot do this work (they cannot have contact with pigs). So, most of the people are Christians. The men and boys do most of the garbage work—hauling and sorting. The women have developed some industries such as taking
discarded fabric/cloth and turning it into beautiful rugs, blankets, purses, etc. They also recycle paper using a process to make lovely cards and posters. It is a very poor yet in many ways a very powerful place.

Mother Teresa's Sisters of Charity run an orphanage in Garbage City. We stopped there since some of the students will work there during the semester. I held some babies (it has been a while).

As we walked through Garbage City we came to the end of the neighborhood and walked through a gate (actually a rock entrance) and entered the most amazing sight of the Monastery of Saint Samaan the Tanner. Right at the edge of Garbage City is this beautiful Coptic monastery and church in the side of a mountain. This serves as the church for residents of Garbage City and
8,000 attend services there.

Another visit that was a highlight was going to a mosque for Friday NOON prayers. All of the women students had to wear a hagab (head scarf) and they joined the Muslim women in a separate room watching the service on a television. The men gathered in the mosque and spilled out into the streets, which had been blocked off and covered with prayer mats. We all had to remove our shoes on the prayer mats. The service began with a call to prayer--a melodic chant reciting verses from the Qur'an over a loud speaker. Next was a sermon (the entire service was in Arabic). The equality demonstrated at the mosque was inspiring (except for gender). People sat next to each other across all socio-economic class, race, and occupation lines. The service ends with communal prayer, a unison reciting of prayers. The men stand in lines across. If there is a space one is beckoned forward to fill the space. At this point I was invited into the line. So I just observed the men near me to know what to do--when to bow, kneel, etc. It was quite impressive to see the dedication of those in attendance.

Of course I visited the Pyramids and the Sphinx in Cairo, as well as the Egyptian museum where I saw the King Tut exhibit. I also took a three day cruise in southern Egypt, which the students do later in the semester, and saw the Philae temple, the Kom Ombo temple, Edfu Temple, Valley of the Kings (several tombs of Pharaohs), Temple of Hatshepsut, Karnak Temple, and Luxor Temple. These temples were huge and quite impressive. The Karnak Temple is the largest. Each Pharaoh added something. The project was started in 2000 BC and finished in 65 BC.

A few other thoughts on Egypt ... there are military personnel everywhere. Since tourism is there most important source of revenue they make sure all of the sites are heavily protected. When I traveled with the students we were often shadowed by military or security guards. Also, the driving is just crazy. But everyone seems to know the rules. They drive fast. A three lane road is turned into four lanes. There are also donkeys and carts in the road. And pedestrians just walk into traffic.

Jerusalem, Palestine/Israel

I stayed on the Mount of Olives with its stunning views of the City of Jerusalem and its historic memories of biblical times. This week was a mixed experience: ancient and modern, religious and secular, exciting and stressful. It was exciting to visit the sites and be in places that I have
heard about all my life--to walk where Jesus walked. At the same time ... everyday I experienced the pain of this land. In modern Jerusalem one rarely experiences the city of peace and reconciliation.

Of course I visited the holy sites of the holy land. I visited the Dome of the Rock (one of Islam's holiest sites), the Western "Wailing" Wall (Judaism's holiest site), and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre (built on the traditional sites of the empty tomb of Jesus and Golgotha--the place of
Jesus' crucifixion). There is quite a contrast in these places that are so close together. In fact, the Dome of the Rock (where Muhammad temporarily ascended into heaven) is built on top of the Temple Mount. The Temple Mount is the place where Solomon built his temple, and later Herod built the temple that Jesus would have walked through. Herod's temple was destroyed in AD 70 and all that was left was a portion of the wall--the Western or Wailing Wall. Not long after Muhammad died the Dome of the Rock was built on the Temple Mount making Jerusalem the third holiest city in Islam (after Mecca and Medina). These two revered sites are basically in the same place.

At the Church of the Holy Sepulchre six different churches control a section of the building--Greeks, Armenians, Coptics, Ethiopians, Syrians, and Roman Catholics. For years they fought each other for control. In the mid-1800s when Jerusalem was under the control of the Ottoman Empire, the key to the church was given to a Muslim man to open and close each day. That seemed to help bring peace. His family has continued this task ever since. My tour guide was Wajeeh Nuseibeh, the latest member of the family to be the Door-Keeper. I told him that it takes a Muslim to keep peace among the churches.

I also went to Bethlehem (and saw the Nativity Church and Manger Square), Jericho, and Bethany. I saw the Dead Sea and Qumran in the distance. I stood on the Mount of Temptation and prayed in the Garden of Gethsemane. Each of these places filled my mind with biblical images.

As a person committed to the ministry of reconciliation, the purpose of my trip was to understand the current conditions in Palestine and Israel. My host was World Vision. Their staff took me to visit their programs and set up meetings and site visits with several others. I spoke with Israeli human rights activists, Palestinian grassroots community development leaders, religious leaders, and people in villages and neighborhoods.

What I saw and learned was troubling. One cannot escape the presence of the Israeli military. Everywhere, I saw 18 year old youth (both men and women) carrying very large guns. Security checkpoints are common at the borders between Israel and the Occupied Palestinian Territories. Also "flying" checkpoints appear randomly when police block a road to check cars. I experienced this in my first hours in the country when I took a taxi from the airport to Jerusalem. It is hard to fully describe the feeling of life in such a stressful setting.

The most discouraging sign for me was the building of a wall to divide Israel and Palestine. This wall is claiming for Israel significant portions of land granted to the Palestinians in the 1948 accord. It is isolating Palestinian villages from access to resources. The wall is also a psychological barrier--it feels dehumanizing. Both Palestinian and Israeli Jewish human rights organizations are challenging this process of wall building. Palestinian villages and neighborhoods that are in the path of the wall are being destroyed. Many people's homes have been demolished with little warning. Then the government charges the homeowner (now homeless) with the costs for the demolition of their home. This is one of many ways to dehumanize a people.


The daily indignities are stressful on families and individuals. They undermine the dignity and hopes of people. Sometimes they are big things like walls and racial profiling. Other times they seem small like stoplights that allow 2-4 minutes for vehicles on an Israeli road to cross and 7-9
seconds for cars crossing the intersection from Palestinian areas. I could say so much more.

The good news is that many people are working for social justice and reconciliation. I was fortunate to meet so many Palestinians and Jews who are envisioning a better life and a healthier relationship. Despite the complexities of the situation, they remain hopeful in the struggle for
shalom/salaam/peace.

I had the amazing opportunity to be in Jerusalem during the Palestinian elections. The process was very peaceful on the day of voting. Of course, the world was shocked to learn of the overwhelming victory of Hamas (I think Hamas was equally surprised). The Palestinian people have tired of the corruption in the present government and the lack of movement in the peace
process so they voted for change. Time will tell how this all turns out. I did learn that we in the West have a one dimensional view of Hamas. Yes, they have a wing that responds to Israeli occupation with horrible violence. But Hamas is not monolithic. There are moderate voices in Hamas (especially among those elected). Hamas has very significant social services initiatives in some of the poorest areas. Hopefully their entrance into the election process suggests a change in their approach. Both sides need to renounce violence and sit down at the table of reconciliation dialogue.

The land of Palestine/Israel is a wonderful and challenging place. It is at the center of the world's attention and yet it is a small place. In the matter of five minutes in the Old City of Jerusalem I met Jerry Levin (one of the Beirut hostages), Mordechi Vanunu (the Israeli nuclear whistle blower who spent 18 years in solitary confinement), and saw a BBC-TV film crew. Only in Jerusalem. One day in Bethlehem our driving was slowed by a herd of sheep in the street and then a short time later we found ourselves in the midst of a Hamas victory parade. Only in Palestine.

Jerusalem is at the epicenter of world events. When Jerusalem finds peace it will affect the entire globe.

Much of the time I searched for the spirit of Jerusalem. I wanted to experience God in the Holy City. This is difficult to do with all of the tourist trappings and the oppression of the occupation. But there were a few moments when the spirit of God broke through the noise and confusion with the melodies of Jerusalem. One day in the Old City of Jerusalem I was eating lunch on the rooftop of a restaurant. At 11:45 am the Islamic call to prayer was sounded from the Dome of the Rock. After ten minutes or so it grew quiet. Then at NOON the bells of the Lutheran Church of the Redeemer rang out. Oh, the melodies of Jerusalem. Yesterday, I was sitting in the Church of All Nations in the Garden of Gethsemane meditating on my week. In the quiet of the sanctuary sat a women whose body was rocking back and forth as she prayed silently to herself. Soon she began to sing. Her beautifully angelic voice filled the acoustically rich sanctuary with little effort. I did not understand her language. Then I heard her Middle Eastern flavored voice sing repeatedly, "Hallelujah!" This universal word of praise and worship reminded me that God is still very much alive in the city of Jerusalem--and this is the true melody of the city of
peace.
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