My Second Journey to Palestine and Israel in January 2007

A Narrative from Curtiss Paul DeYoung
One Year Ago … January 2006

On my first visit to the Holy Land I arrived at the airport in Tel Aviv, Israel, in the middle of the night. After clearing customs I left the airport at two in the morning in a taxi that traveled on the highway to East Jerusalem. It was not long until the flashing police lights of a flying checkpoint demanded that my Palestinian taxi driver stop his car. An Israeli police officer spoke to the driver and then directed a huge high beam flashlight through the back window where I fumbled for my passport to identify myself as a citizen of the United States. By 8 a.m. I was awake at my residence on the Mount of Olives, enjoying the wonderful view of Jerusalem and reflecting on the biblical story of Jesus’ entry into the Holy City at this very location. My first few hours in the Holy Land illustrated the reality of Israel and Palestine. The joy of walking where Jesus walked was juxtaposed with the throbbing pain of this land. In modern Jerusalem one rarely experiences the city of peace. I share two stories that represent my 2006 visit.
On the morning of my arrival, after I had slept but a few hours, World Vision staff took me to a small Palestinian village near Bethlehem where I immediately experienced life in the Occupied Palestinian Territories. Shortly after leaving the Mount of Olives I confronted “The Wall.” The Israeli government is building a security wall to protect its citizens from suicide bombers. Many Palestinians call it the apartheid wall since it effectively claims for Israel land granted to the Palestinians in various accords and isolates villages from access to much needed resources. Palestinian villages and neighborhoods that are in the path of the wall are destroyed. People’s homes are demolished with little warning. Olive trees are uprooted and Palestinians lose an important source of income. Both Palestinian and Israeli Jewish human rights organizations challenge the path of the wall. I also observed the daily challenges of check points, unequal resources determined by neighborhood identity, and an extensive Israeli military presence. I even heard a buzzing sound overhead and was informed that it was an Israeli military surveillance drone. I could barely keep from crying much of the afternoon. 
I was so emotionally exhausted from my first day in Palestine that I was glad that day two would focus on visiting the holy sites. Perhaps there I could find the peace of Jerusalem. I visited the Dome of the Rock (one of Islam’s holiest sites) and the Western “Wailing” Wall (Judaism’s holiest site). Then I ventured a few blocks to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. The church was built where tradition says that Jesus was crucified and buried in a nearby tomb. I was escorted through the building by a guide I met at the door. I learned that six different churches each control a section of the building—Greeks, Armenians, Coptics, Ethiopians, Syrians, and Roman Catholics. Throughout history these church communions fought each other for control of this most holy site, sometimes violently. Hundreds of years ago a frustrated Muslim Sultan Saladin entrusted the key to the door of the church to a Muslim man from the Nuseibeh family. Every morning he would open the door to the church. Every evening he would close and lock the door. This greatly reduced tensions among the Christian churches. His family has continued this task ever since. At the end of my walk through the church, my tour guide introduced himself as Wajeeh Nuseibeh, the latest member of the family to be the Door-Keeper. I remarked to him that it takes a Muslim to keep peace among the churches.
I stayed a week and left with a sense of call to this place. Jerusalem is at the epicenter of world events. When Jerusalem finds peace it will affect the entire globe. 

The Journey Continues a Year Later—January of 2007

My second visit deepened both my understandings and relationships. I interacted with more Jews and Muslims working for peace. I also embraced a greater number of the complexities that exist in this small plot of land that some call Palestine and others call Israel. I had the opportunity to visit new places including Nazareth, Hebron, Tel Aviv, Ramallah, and Netanya. While in Ramallah I visited the headquarters of the Palestinian Authority. This is also the location of the grave of Yasser Arafat. A few hours prior to my visit Condoleezza Rice had met with President Mahmoud Abbas. What follows are a few stories to illustrate and illuminate my journey. I am grateful to Allyn Dhynes of World Vision, Timothy Seidel of Mennonite Central Committee, and Eliyahu McLean of Jerusalem Peacemakers for organizing my schedule during the two weeks I resided in the Holy Land.
A Public Parable of Peace

I met Eliyahu McLean on my first visit to Jerusalem. He is an observant Israeli Jew and a leader of the Jerusalem Peacemakers. Eliyahu invited me to join him for a conference in Netanya, Israel, called "Third Party Involvement in the Peace Process." The Vice Prime Minister of Israel, Shimon Peres, was the keynote speaker along with ambassadors, UN staff, and human rights activists. It was an Israeli conference attended by government leaders and NGO directors. The conference sounds a bit stuffy; it was basically a bunch of people dressed in professional business attire. But I had the opportunity to accompany the leading actors in the unexpected drama of the day—the Jerusalem Peacemakers: Eliyahu McLean (an Israeli Jewish interfaith reconciliation leader), Sheikh Abdul Aziz Bukhari (a Sufi Muslim reconciliation leader), and Ibrahim Ahmad Abu El-Hawa (a Muslim peacemaker). They were dressed in regalia representing their various traditions: Eliyahu as an orthodox Jew, the Sheikh in his religious garb, and Ibrahim in traditional Arab attire. We arrived late and the conference was in full swing. As Shimon Peres was giving his keynote address, into the room burst this colorful threesome. All eyes turned in the direction of these three Jerusalem Peacemakers. Throughout the rest of the day they were the center of attention. What I saw in action was the enactment of a public parable of peace. Eliyahu, Ibrahim, and Sheikh Bukhari visually communicated the possibility that friendship can exist across the lines of religion and culture. They also spoke clearly to each person who came to meet them, in this very secular gathering, that people of faith must be included in the peace process if reconciliation is the desired outcome. 
 

Deepening Relationships
This year’s visit was characterized by a deepening of relationships that were nurtured through eating meals with folks and visiting their homes. Last year I had visited Eliyahu at his home. This year I was in the homes of Ibrahim and Sheikh Bukhari from the Jerusalem Peacemakers. In Ramallah I had the opportunity to spend time with noted Palestinian peace activist Jean Zaru, the leader of the Friends (Quaker) Meeting, and Kathy Bergen, director of the Friends Peace Center. In Bethlehem I met again with Zougbhi Zougbhi of WI’AM—The Palestinian Conflict Resolution Centre. Zougbhi sits on the Bethlehem city council, runs a conflict resolution center, and has great insights on the conflict. This time we shared lunch and then dinner in his home. I ate an authentic Palestinian meal with the extended Zougbhi family. I stayed overnight at the home of Zoughbi's brother Nicola and wife Laurette. In the morning, Laurette prepared the most amazing breakfast: pickled egg plant, pickled cauliflower, stuffed cabbage rolls, and a wonderful assortment of sauces in which to dip pieces of pita bread (homemade plum jelly, yogurt sauce, raison juice and honey sauce, and more). I ate like a Palestinian while staying with the Zougbhis.
 
Israeli Jews working for Human Rights and Reconciliation

I met several Israeli Jews who work for peace and reconciliation in West Jerusalem and Tel Aviv (on the shore of beautiful Mediterranean Sea). One group, Zochrot, raises awareness among Israelis of the massive displacement of Palestinians in 1948 in order for Israel to become a nation (called Nakba by the Palestinians). This information is not included in the history books of Israeli young people. I visited the Parent’s Circle, a group of parents, both Jews and Palestinians, who have had a child killed in the conflict. They are working together for peace and reconciliation so that no more parents will have to experience the grief they have had to endure. I also met with Rabbis for Human Rights and B’Tselem. On this visit, my contact with Jewish human rights activists and peacemakers was much more extensive and encouraging. I visited the very powerful Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem. I was moved and troubled by the portrayal of the anti-Semitism of the Nazis and the subtle ways our world still struggles with this bias and other prejudices. We must never forget the tragedy and trauma of the Holocaust, which still casts a large shadow over all that happens in Israel.

The Palestinian Gandhis
One afternoon I visited the Palestinian village of Bi’lin (pop. 1,700), near Ramallah in the West Bank, with Kathy Kamphoefner of American Friends Service Committee. The Israeli government has built the wall right through the middle of this town, separating the olive groves and gardens from the residential areas. This makes it very difficult for Palestinians to earn a living. A group of Bi’lin citizens has formed a nonviolent direct action group. Every Friday, for the past two years, they have protested the construction of the wall. The Palestinian Gandhis, as they are called, are always joined by Israeli Jewish peace activists and international protesters. They are regularly tear gassed and sometimes arrested by the soldiers at the check point. The protest movement in Bi’lin is a classic civil rights struggle, taking action both in the courts and on the streets.

I was inspired by the stories Abedallah Abu-Rahna told me. He is a leader of the Bi’lin movement. After the conversation, Abedallah led us to visit the site of their protests. The wall in the more rural areas is actually a high fence with barbed wire. As we got closer to the Israeli checkpoint, Abedallah began to hit the fence. This was not allowed but he continued to bang the fence with his fist as a statement of his humanity. This triggered a surveillance camera on a high tower, which turned and captured us in full view. The soldiers demanded that Abedallah stop. But he continued his act of defiance. There was quite an argument at the checkpoint about who could pass. Finally this was all resolved and Bi’lin residents crossed. Abedallah led us to where the weekly protests take place. Here he stooped down, grasped something, and presented it to me. It was a spent tear gas canister from the previous protest. Abedallah said that this would remind me of my visit to Bi’lin and their struggle for human rights and liberation.
 
Palestinians in Israel—The Galilee Experience

I visited Galilee for the first time on this trip and breathed deeply the same air that Jesus inhaled while walking the streets of Nazareth. It was wonderful to be in this town where Jesus grew up (now 70,000 in population). I visited Christian Palestinian peace activists who work for the Sabeel Liberation Theology Center. Nazareth and the rest of Galilee are in Israel proper. These leaders spoke of the challenges of being Christian, Palestinian, Arab, and also Israeli citizens. They described, in some detail, the unfortunate degree of discrimination and prejudice they face in society and in daily life. I admire their courage and desire to avoid bitterness and seek Christian responses. I also met with noted mediator Elias Jabbour who practices an Arab indigenous form of reconciliation called Sulha. He is, yet again, a wonderful example of grace toward Israel from a Palestinian Christian, despite great trials for him and his family. 

In the village of Ibillin I met Archbishop Elias Chacour of the Melkite Catholic Church (the largest group of Christians in the Holy Land). I had read his book Blood Brothers so I knew of his ministry of reconciliation. As a Palestinian Christian he reaches out in great love to his Jewish and Muslim brothers and sisters. His love for Israeli Jews is quite amazing given that his own family was forcibly removed from their home in 1948 during the Nakba. Archbishop Chacour spoke of how the churches of Palestinian Christians date back to the first century. Palestinian Christians are the remnant of Jesus’ followers and the first century church in Palestine and Israel. Chacour noted that Palestinian Christians therefore feel a deep and intimate connection to Jesus and the first century church. “For God a thousand years is like a day … so Jesus hung out with us and our families two days ago.”
 
I was overwhelmed by the love expressed by Palestinian Christians towards Jewish people who they see as their brothers and sisters in the Holy Land. Many express a desire to share the land in peace ... living together. As Archbishop Chacour stated, “You are welcome with us, but not without us.”
 

Visiting Jewish Settlements

Last year I drove through a few Jewish settlements near Jerusalem. They looked like suburbs. This year I experienced some contrasting realities in settlements. I visited the Palestinian city of Hebron in the West Bank where Sarah, Abraham, Isaac, Rebecca, Jacob, and Lea are buried. A small right wing religious Israeli settler group of about 800 people has taken up residence in the middle of the city of Hebron. They are protected by 4,000 Israeli soldiers. They built their homes right on top of the business district (which is Arab). The Palestinians had to put up a fence over the road to keep trash that was intentionally discarded and thrown by the Israeli settlers living above them from falling into their store fronts. I visited the Christian Peacemaker Team in Hebron. They accompany Palestinian children to school so they are not attacked by right wing settlers. (Just a few weeks earlier a religious settler in Hebron had been caught on video with startling venom and a surreal smile on her face repeatedly calling a Palestinian woman, in Hebrew, a “whore.” Her ugly attitude toward Palestinians was broadcast all across YouTube and various news outlets.)
A few days later I joined Eliyahu and Sheikh Bukhari to visit the Jewish settlement of Tekoa (the ancestral home of the biblical prophet Amos). We observed the beauty of the desert and an amazing canyon where the prophets likely received their visions and words from God. The canyon has a quality of being able to reach out and almost touch the Divine. Tekoa is an Orthodox Jewish outpost in the West Bank.

While Eliyahu and I visited the canyon, Sheikh Bukhari stayed in the car. When we returned from our brief excursion to the canyon, the car was surrounded by four gun-toting young men from the town. The Sheikh said that they had been interrogating him. It seems they were not happy to have an Arab in their town. Eliyahu informed the young vigilantes with automatic weapons that we were in town to visit Rabbi Menachem Froman, a highly revered and respected rabbi in Tekoa (nationally known for his peacemaking efforts and also a member of the Jerusalem Peacemakers). This seemed to ease the tensions a bit but the young men remained upset that we had not informed them that we would be in their town.

Later we were stopped by a police officer (sort of a Rambo type character). Most likely the four young men we had encountered earlier reported our presence in their town. The burly police officer questioned us about why were in town and asked to see identification. He said he did not need to see the identification of Eliyahu (the Jew). He did not even open my United States passport. But he looked quite thoroughly at the ID presented by the Sheikh (the Arab). The officer said that Eliyahu and I were not problems. He then pointed at Sheikh Bukhari and said he was a problem. The officer asked me if I knew why he was a problem. I said I did not. Then he switched to Hebrew and spoke at some length about why Arabs were a problem for Israel. 

When the police officer paused for a moment, Eliyahu shared with him that we were on a mission of peace among people of different religions. We were traveling together as a Jew, a Muslim, and a Christian. Surprisingly, this caused the officer’s attitude to soften a bit. He recounted that he had migrated to Israel from Chile where people of many religions lived side-by-side. At this point both Eliyahu and Sheikh Bukhari greeted the police officer with, “Hola! Cómo estás.” The officer began to laugh and a situation full of tension and stereotypes was humanized into a friendly interchange. He then released us to continue our travels.

We stopped by a Jewish Torah school run by Rabbi Froman, hoping to encounter the famed rabbi. Many students were busy studying the Torah, Talmud, and various other texts of Judaism. The students were fascinated by the Sheikh who gave them an impromptu lesson on Sufism in Islam. 

We finally found Rabbi Froman at his home where we enjoyed some wonderful moments with him and his family. It was a true honor and blessing to be in the presence of this wise and kind rabbi. Rabbi Froman is an unusual orthodox settler rabbi. He lives in a Jewish settlement—an outpost in the Palestinian territories (Jewish settlements are despised by Palestinians). But he is also an activist for peace as a student of the Scriptures and lover of God. This has given him close relationships with many Palestinians, both Muslims and Christians. With his long white beard Rabbi Froman looks like a modern day Amos in Tekoa. When we arrived he was preparing to lead evening prayers. As he repeatedly hugged Sheikh Bukhari, he noted affectionately that if he lost track of time the Muslim call to prayer would always remind him that it was time for him to pray also. I gave Rabbi Froman a copy of my book Reconciliation. As he looked at the book he told an old story from the rabbis. It seems that someone asked God what the Divine had been doing since finishing work on the sixth day of creation. God replied that the Almighty’s post-Creation work was matching people, in other words, reconciliation. Rabbi Froman added that as followers of God, our work should also be reconciliation. Furthermore, according to the rabbi, reconciliation is our greatest act of worship.
The conditions have gotten worse since I was in Palestine and Israel last January. Even many Christian Palestinians struggle to remain hopeful. But I still feel a sense of call to this situation. I do not have enough clarity to know what that means. So I remain in a spirit of discernment. I believe that when peace comes to Jerusalem it will transform the world.

Go to: http://pg.photos.yahoo.com/ph/curtissdeyoung/my_photos and click “Palestine” to see photos of people and places mentioned in my report.
