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Shalom: First Night in the Holy Land (1.10.16) 
 
My whole life, I've longed to be in Jerusalem.  
 
To see the places where much of my faith tradition is formed and located, to walk upon 
the same hills and paths of the ancestors of my sacred texts -- this has been a lifelong 
dream. Tonight, while we stood in the cold at Haas Promenade, upon a hill overlooking 
Jerusalem, my dream became reality. And as we spoke of the rich, multi-layered 
narratives of the land, we paused to simply gaze out on the Old City.  
 
At the very moment we paused to reflect quietly, a mosque in the distance of East 
Jerusalem began its call to prayer. I closed my eyes and tears began to swell -- though 
many might deny it, Muslims, Jews, and Christians do have shared origins, after all. I 
stood, captured in silent agreement as the man sang the words, "allahu akbar," God is 
great!  
 
Peace. Finishing our time together, professor, Dr. Thistlethwaite, challenged us to think 
about what that word means. Though many might define it as, "not fighting," I believe 
there has to be more to it than that. I think of my training in Ancient Hebrew (which is a 
completely different language than modern Hebrew) and, specifically, the word, 
"shalom." More than just a peace or nonviolence, the word shalom communicates a sense 
of wholeness, completeness. Rather than a simple equilibrium of coexistence, might 
peace, or shalom, be a place to strive for? A place where wholeness and health is what 
everyone desires -- a peaceful way of life and blend of cultures. 
 
Then, I thought about the location where we were standing: Haas Promenade is a place 
that serves as an invisible line between East and West Jerusalem. As I lay in bed, I 
consider the ways that the geographical layout of the city affects theology, and vice versa. 
Consequently, instead of a division of two sides, a binary, I wonder about the potential of 
seeing it, not as a separation of homeland, but the place where different people come 
together, as the beginning's shared origins in the Abrahamic traditions.  
 
I pray that recognition of these shared origins may bring us closer to the divine and to 
each other, as we seek shalom in all things. Amen. 
 
 
Searching for the Holy Land (1.11.16) 
 
I came to the Holy Land in hopes of reconnecting or rekindling to the divine. I thought to 
walk upon the land of Jesus would create a new sense of wonder – a new hope and a new 
love.  
 
This morning, we visited the Western Wall to stand in solidarity with the Women of the 
Wall, a group of women who want the right to also pray at the wall. Judaism keeps men 
and women divided, often made evident by a male Jew’s unwillingness to sit next to a 
woman on an airplane; or, in this case, it is displayed in opposition towards women 



praying at the Wall. Nevertheless, Women of the Wall are there to subvert the gender 
bias and approach the Wall and God for themselves.  
 
In the middle of the area of the Western Wall, there was a divide to separate the men 
from the women. In the past, the ultra-Orthodox have thrown chairs or other things in 
their disapproval of the women’s acts. However, there was no throwing of chairs today. 
In fact, to my joy, there was a group of men standing in solidarity behind the women, a 
physical sign of togetherness and support. In the moment, I was pleased to see support of 
women’s rights to pray and wondered how this will play out in the future. Will men and 
women continue to grow and push back upon practices of disunity towards more 
inclusive practices? I dream of what that could look like in the Christian faith, too. We 
then left for the Mount of Olives, an important site in the Jesus story.  
 
I really hoped that being upon the Mt. of Olives would move me to tears. But it didn’t. In 
fact, to my surprise, I felt nothing. I enjoyed the reading of scripture and the descent we 
made to Dominus Flevit. I even read Luke 19, where Jesus weeps over Jerusalem. But I 
had no tears. Call it jet lag, or call it my own internal struggle, but the connection I so 
desired to make with the land did not happen. It wasn’t until I walked down into the 
Garden of Gethsemane did I feel anything.  
 
As we entered the garden, I immediately noticed the trees, with their marks and disjointed 
appearance. I learned that these trees store up water under ground, so, in times of no rain, 
they can stay hydrated and alive. Despite this unconventional method (or perhaps because 
of it), they live to be over a thousand years old. 
 
The appearance of the trees brought my mind to Jesus. The scars and brokenness of the 
trees almost mirrored Jesus’ own scars and brokenness. In a place of anguish, these 
distressed trees surrounded Jesus. Yet, despite their distress, they had lived, each scar and 
mark a reminder of what was necessary. Suffering. They were, “We are afflicted in every 
way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; 
struck down, but not destroyed” (2 Cor. 4:8-9). These words even reminded me of my 
own scars and woundedness. After our time in the Garden, we descended to begin our 
ascent to Jerusalem. 
 
After that, we visited the Temple Mount and learned about the Temple. What struck me 
at this point was the sheer size of the Walls of Jerusalem. This was certainly a place of 
great significance and beauty for the Jewish story. Looking up at the walls, I felt so small 
and wondered about all the people over the ages that felt the same thing. 
 
After lunch, we visited the Via Dolorosa and walked through the various Stations of the 
Cross to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, where the stone of anointing, Joseph of 
Arimathea’s tomb, and the rock where the cross once stood. Of course, it is important to 
realize that this is all potential, not fact. Constantine’s mother, Helena, is the one who 
visited the Holy Land and decided where many of the holy sites should be. In addition, 
the Crusaders were the ones to decide that the Via Dolorosa should be in this place (it is 
complete speculation). I found the commercialization of that to be bothersome with my 



attempts to connect with the land. This was the end of our day and we all split up, went to 
dinner, and called it a night. I needed the rest. 
 
Sacred Places and Human Sorrow (1.12.16) 
 
Today was tough for me, as we began our journey at Haram a Sherif, the home of the 
Dome of the Rock (the Temple Mount). This is a place where Jews and Muslims disagree 
on who should have possession on the site. For Jews, it is the remains of the First 
Temple. For Muslims, it is the place where Mohammed ascended into heaven. Regardless 
of this difference in opinion, the Muslim community has been in possession of the site for 
over a millennium. We began our time walking through heavy security and then we met 
up with our tour guide, a nice man named Taraq. He is a Palestinian Muslim. 
 
Our trip started with some descriptions of the site but got interesting very early on in 
Taraq’s presentation when some in our group asked questions. The tension seemed to 
build as Taraq told us why Muslims should have the site. I was comfortable with Taraq, 
even though his view of what Christians believe was not entirely accurate. Then, Taraq 
mentioned that the first Gentile convert of Christianity was Cornelius (Acts 10). This 
struck some debate since the first convert was actually an Ethiopian Eunuch, which is 
commonly overlooked and whitewashed in Biblical history. After some back-and-forth, 
Taraq accepted this and we moved on. 
 
As Taraq continued to share with us about what Muslims believed about this holy site 
vis-à-vis Christianity, a group of men sitting in a circle began to shout, “allahu akbar” 
(God is great in English). At first I thought it might have been a ritual, but the voices 
grew in volume and several the men in the circle turned around from their chairs, looking 
towards us. I became uneasy as I wondered if we did something wrong. The men were 
not shouting at us, however, but at a group of “settlers” walking through the holy site. 
Taraq told us that these are Jewish leaders that desired to knock down the Dome of the 
Rock and build a Third Temple in its place. The chanting continued to grow in volume as 
the Jews slowly walked by. If it wasn’t for their escorts, Taraq said, there would be 
violence.  
 
This encounter was traumatizing for me. Here I was at a “holy site,” but I only felt 
sorrow because of the tension between different religions and their conflicting claims of 
the property. Perhaps it is my own cognitive dissonance with it all, but, I became more 
and more uneasy as I thought about the verse: “The Lord was sorry that He had made 
man on the earth, and He was grieved in His heart” (Genesis 6:6, NASB). Is this 
religion? Is this the reason for the ugly conflict – different claims to the same land? They 
say, “Our God did this here;” “This is our God-given land;” “My claim surpasses your 
claim.” No one has claim to the land; everyone has a claim to the land.   
 
I began to wonder if religion is more what’s wrong with the earth than what’s right with 
it. All the wars, destruction of holy sites, and construction of new ones on top of the old 
paints an ugly picture of the divine – all might not be guilty, but all are responsible.   



The rest of our morning was spent at the City of David, exploring some archeology and 
walking through Hezekiah’s Tunnel. This was a nice change of pace from the heavy, 
emotional morning. We learned that the City of David actually has no archeological 
evidence of David. If it weren’t for the Biblical narrative, the city would bear a different 
name. The quest, nevertheless, continues to connect an actual person named David to the 
city.  
 
Walking through Hezekiah’s Tunnel was tremendous, thinking about how old the tunnel 
was, how it saved the city, and how well designed/executed the tunnel was! This 
experience showed us the importance of water in giving and sustaining life. The fun 
journey through the tunnel was capped off by our stop at the exit at the Pool of Shiloam 
(Shiloam means, “sent”). This is the referenced pool in John 9, where Jesus heals a blind 
man by spitting on the ground, making mud, and rubbing it in the man’s eyes. Jesus 
“sends” this man to wash in the Pool of Shiloam and the man was healed.  
 
That night, we drove through the checkpoints and into Bethlehem to meet with Sammy, 
director of Holy Land Trust, a NGO in the middle of Bethlehem. After a long day, it was 
wonderful to hear from a man that is embodying the work of peacemaking through 
nonviolence. He has befriended people that represent different narratives: Palestinians, 
Israelis, settlers – all in hopes of continued understanding and friendship. His words 
moved me as I considered the physical and emotional risks he is taking by doing this 
work. The website states their mission statement is: “Through a commitment to the 
principles of nonviolence, Holy Land Trust aspires to strengthen and empower the 
peoples of the Holy Land to engage in spiritual, pragmatic and strategic paths that will 
end all forms of oppression. We create the space for the healing of the historic wounds in 
order to transform communities and build a future that makes the Holy Land a global 
model for understanding, respect, justice, equality and peace.” On our way home, we 
drove through tear gas; and, as we coughed and gasped for clean air, I was reminded of 
the reality of the conflict and the importance of Sammy’s work. He is a hero.  
 
Judean Desert, Dead Sea, and Environmentalism (1.13.16) 
 
Our journey brought us to the Judean Desert. It is amazing how quickly the landscape 
changes in this country. Just a few minutes outside of Jerusalem, the terrain became less 
green. We drove through desert places, seeing the tent-like homes of the Bedouin people. 
Along the journey, we also saw Jewish settlements. These settlements were large 
communities and built much nicer than many of the homes we saw in Jerusalem. I 
thought about the escalation of violence due to the multiplication of these settlements, 
especially the ones violating the Green Line of 1967.  
 
After some time, we arrived at our destination, Masada (which means “fortress”). This is 
the sight of Herod the Great’s palaces he built as a safe getaway. After the destruction of 
Jerusalem in 70 CE, a group of Jewish Zealots called the Sicarii, or “dagger-men,” fled 
from the Romans to Masada. This group carried small daggers around in their cloaks and 
would stab Romans and Roman sympathizers -- they were assassins. They sought refuge 
on Masada, where they hoped to survive with refuge from the pursuing Romans. The 



legions of Romans eventually built a ramp to overtake them. However, as Josephus 
records, the Sicarii decided that, instead of becoming slaves or worse to the Romans, they 
would kill themselves. As Josephus tells it, they killed the women and children first, and 
then drew lots to determine who would be the one to kill all the men. That person would 
be the last man alive, and, would kill himself. Josephus was not there, so, we do not know 
if this is true. But, interestingly, some remains were found that had resembled lots and 
had men’s names on them. The supposed last words of one of the leaders, Elazar, 
composed by Josephus, are moving:  
 

“Since we long ago resolved never to be servants to the Romans, nor to any other than to God Himself, 
who alone is the true and just Lord of mankind, the time is now come that obliges us to make that 

resolution true in practice ...We were the very first that revolted, and we are the last to fight against them; 
and I cannot but esteem it as a favor that God has granted us, that it is still in our power to die bravely, 

and in a state of freedom.”  
 
The men would rather die free, at the hands of each other, than to be subjected to the 
Romans. Once we left, we drove to Ein Gedi, the beautiful nature reserve that is home to 
the cave where David cut the robe of Saul. I was amazed at the beauty of the wildlife and 
my biblical imagination helped me try and recreate the scene from 1 Samuel 24, as Dr. 
Mikva read it to us! From Ein Gedi, we left for the Dead Sea, passing Qumran along the 
way.  
 
When we got to the Dead Sea, I was disheartened by how much the water has receded. 
The dry land is now full of sinkholes and docks that used to be water-accessible are now 
a great distance from where the water actually begins. Here, at the lowest place in the 
world, the sea is drying up. We learned that people are taking minerals and resources 
from the lake, also. Regardless, the beauty of the sea – which was great – was somewhat 
overshadowed by the ecological crises surrounding it.  
 
Our final stop tonight was at EcoPeace, a Middle East’s Good Water Neighbors Project 
outside of Jericho. I was amazed by the ways this organization is preserving energy, 
becoming more ecologically responsible and innovative, and finding ways to help the 
people around them in regards to water, food, and energy. Though that was encouraging, 
during the presentation, I became aware of new information, such as the difference in 
water supply for Israel/Palestine. Israel has their own water system, while they also 
control Palestinian access to water. This makes the access and quality of water out of 
Palestinian control. Furthermore, Palestinians are charged multiple times more for 
significantly less water. I was reminded of the importance of water in Jerusalem and 
other places, which further frustrated me as I learned of the inequality and inferiority of 
water in the West Bank and Gaza. Land is central in this conflict, but with water and 
energy at risk, too, this is a humanitarian crisis! 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Human Rights and Inequality in the Jewish State (1.14.16) 
 
Coming on this trip, I was aware of the religious and geo-political complications of the 
conflict, but I really was unaware of the extent of the socio-political and humanitarian 
crises that are a part of the conflict. This morning the passionate Rabbi Arik Ascherman 
helped me to begin thinking of the existential, immediate problems facing people. As he 
began his moving lecture, he said, “The people with power and property should never be 
able to make the rules.” He is right -- even in a democracy, the majority can crush the 
rights of the minority every time.  
 
As a devout Jew, Rabbi Arik spoke of the Promise of Abraham, a promise that is 
foundational in the Jewish narrative that promises, “From you all the nations of the earth 
will be blessed.” However, in a zero sum conflict, there is a blessed/cursed binary that is 
a result of seeing the others as a “faceless they.” Because of his convictions, he helps 
Palestinian families that are being discriminated against through home demolitions and 
legal attempts to take their land and give it to settlers. He does this work because, “the 
‘Jewish State’ is not living up to Jewish values.” Therefore, it did not surprise me to learn 
that most of the people that support him are secular. I am thankful that, even when the 
people of God do not do what is right, there are those that will.  
 
I was intrigued by Rabbi Arik’s mentioning of the Hebrew word for prayer and how it is 
a way of looking within. As a result, God is like a mirror, a way of looking for a 
reflection of justice, of peace, of love. I wonder what type of honest, inward reflection 
might move people to act outwardly. As he closed, Arik spoke about collective 
depression, that is, a majority of people living in a shared state of depression. How do we 
remain hopeful in that?  For him, remaining hopeful is a reminder that we do not have to 
do the work by ourselves, but we do have to do our part. 
 
We left the lecture and went to a neighborhood in East Jerusalem where Palestinian 
families have been fighting for their homes. After some legal action, the Palestinians 
were able to provide documentation, but not before some families were evicted and their 
homes given to settlers. We stood outside the home of a Jewish settler. The home had a 
Star of David spray-painted above the entrance and the wall of the front fence had the 
words, “settlers out” written on it. It was troubling to hear that a wealthy investor in 
America was offering millions of dollars for each house. But, for the principle of the 
matter, we met a local man that has refused. This is their neighborhood, where their 
families have lived for years.  
 
The next stop on our schedule was meeting with Anat Hoffman, of Israel Religious 
Action Center and Women at the Wall. We had already experienced Women at the Wall, 
but it was invigorating to meet Anat and hear about her passion for justice and equality. 
For her work with ISRAC, the focus is more broadly on equality. For example, they have 
helped end gender separation on public buses, fought for religious freedom for faith 
groups, and taken on cases to protect people’s basic human rights. Her passion and wit 
energized our group and painted a picture of hope among the injustices of Israeli society.  
 



Jerusalem Open House for Pride and Tolerance was next on our schedule. I have actually 
heard of the organization before in the wake of the stabbing that happened at the Pride 
March in the summer of 2015. Inside Jerusalem Open House, there is a picture of Shira 
Banki, the 16 year-old that was killed in the attack. I was bothered to learn that the Ultra-
Orthodox Jew responsible for the attack (who doesn’t deserve to be mentioned by name) 
was just released from prison for doing the same thing 10 years before. In the first attack, 
he did not kill anyone. However, the mayor of Jerusalem at the time paid for his legal 
fees. And millions of dollars came in support of this terrorist.  
 
There were, however, some good things that we learned about the LGBTQ population in 
regards to Israeli society. For example, the State’s health care covers the cost for any 
transgender person that wants to make the desired transition. In addition, the IDF gives 
separate facilities for LGBTQ soldiers to ensure equality. However, marriage equality 
only exists in registry only. So, Israel is progressive in some ways but surprisingly not in 
others.  
 
I ended this day with a lot to think about. The growing concern for basic human rights 
has already been a theme in our conversations and lectures. With a refugee camp and 
other plans on the horizon, I expect this to only continue and complicate the situation. 
 
Yad Vashem and Shabbat (1.15.16) 
 
Today, we visited Yad Vashem. I have been dreading this day since I first saw the 
itinerary because I knew that it would be emotionally taxing. And I was right. We bussed 
over to the site and began our tour with a walk through the Garden of Righteous, a garden 
dedicated to non-Jews that risked their lives to help Jews during the Holocaust. It 
reminded me of my Gospels class where we looked at the word that we call 
“righteousness” and how the word can be understood as, “justice.”  
 
The most emotional experience of Yad Vashem, for me, was the memorial to the children 
who were killed. I walked in the dark room, only lit by candles, and walked through the 
room of pictures as each name was read, followed by their age. I began to shake and 
could not hold back the tears of hearing a child’s name spoken and hearing, “5, 12, 16, 
11.” These kids were young and innocent, but were killed by an evil force. Dr. 
Thistlethwaite told me that she equates Yad Vashem to hell, a place of death and 
hopelessness. I agree. 
 
The main exhibit was full of ID cards, shoes, letters, and information about Holocaust 
victims and the German leadership that carried out the Final Solution. The more I walked 
around, the more questions I had about humanity. How could this happen? 6 million 
people just murdered? Then, as I thought of the conflict, I realized that that type of hate is 
still around. Religion or race is a major player in hate crimes within Israel/Palestine. Not 
far away, Daesh is murdering innocents in large numbers, just as the Nazis did. My hope 
for humanity is hindered by the tendency to repeat the atrocities of history. 
 



After Yad Vashem, we walked over to Mount Herzl, the place of Herzl’s grave and 
national cemetery. Interestingly, Mt. Herzl is a sort of holy site for the Jewish State, a 
sacred space on a mountain that speaks to the secular Zionist identity. The parallels with 
the Temple Mount are striking and telling of the oft-overlooked nonreligious side of the 
Jewish State.  
 
For the evening, we went to the Qabbalat Shabbat service at Kol Haneshama 
Congregation, a pluralistic, reformed Jewish synagogue. I connected to the beautiful 
music and the diverse crowd of people at the service. After the service we ate Shabbat 
dinner at the home of our sponsors for the trip, Paula Fredriksen and Fred Tauber. Paula 
is a world-renown Christianity in antiquity scholar and Fred is a highly regarded 
physician, teacher, and writer. It was a lovely end to the day and beginning of Shabbat in 
Jerusalem.  
 
Practicing Rest (1.16.15) 
 
Since it was Shabbat, our morning was free. On Shabbat, those that observe it do not do 
anything that could be seen as work: take cars, press a button on an elevator, cook etc. In 
our hotel, one of the elevators has a “Shabbat mode,” where it automatically goes from 
the bottom floor to the top, one at a time. That way, Jews can get on the elevator without 
violating the Sabbath rules. A few of us took advantage of the time off and went to play 
basketball at the YMCA. It was an effective way for me to decompress and get some 
exercise.  
 
For lunch, our team was divided into groups and sent out to eat with different people 
across Jerusalem. Nicole and I had the pleasure of eating with Rafi and Rachel Spitzer, an 
American couple that were spending a year in Jerusalem as part of Rafi’s rabbinic studies 
at JTS (Jewish Theological Seminary) in New York City. We had a great time eating, 
drinking, and talking politics, faith, and the holy land. Rafi and Rachel, like Nicole and 
me, were upset about the humanitarian crisis in Israel and the West Bank and we spoke of 
hope amidst the conflict. I was surprised at how similar we thought within our own faith 
traditions – we affirmed the good in our faiths and continue to struggle with some of the 
darker, more primitive inheritance of religion. After we finished, we walked to the 
Western Wall, where we prayed together and then we returned to the hotel. It was a great 
day to end one week and look forward to another.  
 
That night, we met with a former Ambassador of Israel, Ilan Baruch and discussed BDS. 
There is no doubt that Ilan was an Ambassador, because he spoke at great length and 
would answer questions diplomatically with multiple points. That being said, he spoke a 
good bit about Apartheid in South Africa and his role in helping end it. Some of what he 
said was valuable, but, in the end, his recommendation was for America to “embrace 
Israel” while finding ways to apply pressure to help the conflict. Something about his 
demeanor made me skeptical, but I appreciated his experiences and insights. As he spoke, 
I was reminded of another lecture, where the speaker said, “there are no political 
solutions, only good and bad arrangements.”  
 



We ended the night with Havdalah, a ritual that involves a candle, some wine, and 
singing/blessings. My mind needs a break.  
 
In the West Bank (1.17.16) 
 
Someone jokingly said, “We aren’t in Kansas anymore.” They were right. For a town 
only a few minutes from Jerusalem, the contrast between the two places is stark. The 
buildings, the IDF, checkpoints, the people, the damned security wall, graffiti 
everywhere, yes, we are in a different country. I remembered that the West Bank has a 
different water supply, which is made evident in the “put toilet paper in the trash, not 
toilet” instructions -- separate and unequal. 
 
Since it is Sunday, we went to Mass at the Church of the Nativity, the alleged place of 
Jesus’ birth. The caves were beautiful. I found some ancient marks of Constantine and 
other pagan symbols on the walls. Though I was impressed by the church’s history, I 
once again felt no spiritual connection. This just seemed like an old cave, nothing more. 
However, per Dr. Mikva’s wisdom, I have begun to put people in the places we visit. I 
imagined what the cave would be like, if it actually housed the birth of Jesus. On a funny 
note, we are here on one of the three different Christmases – it is Armenian Christmas! 
There is a ginormous Christmas tree in front of the church with a Palestinian flag atop it.  
 
For the next stop on our trip, we were led by the Siraj Center for Holy Land Studies. This 
is a Palestinian group committed to promoting studies and tourism in Palestine. We 
learned from George, our tour guide, that our first stop would be interesting: Efrata, a 
Jewish settlement that is illegally within the Green Line boundary of the West Bank. 
When we asked George how he felt about the location of the settlement, he replied, “it is 
disgusting.” George was an honest man, and, he was right that the stop would be difficult. 
 
At Efrata, we met Ardie Geldman, an American that made aliya to Israel and has lived in 
this settlement for over twenty years. From the onset, Ardie was clear that he thought 
Palestinian people were not a people, that this is all Israel’s land, and that Israel has tried 
enough to help the Arabs living in the land. He claimed that they “forfeited their rights” 
to the land. Aside from some of the circular logic of his arguments, when he opened up 
for questions, I braced myself for a tension-filled conversation.  
 
Right out of the gate, someone in our group asked, “What would possess you to move to 
an illegal settlement?” To my surprise, Ardie was cordial in his reply, “who says it’s 
illegal?” He spoke more about why it was not illegal and said more degrading things 
about the Palestinians. He also reminded the group of Americans’ treatment (genocide) of 
indigenous peoples of North America – although I’m not sure that helped his case in this 
context. However, I thought that was an inflammatory question to begin with. The next 
few questions were more appropriate, until someone asked, “As a father, like you, I want 
to ask you why you would choose to put your family at risk, as well as the local peoples’ 
families at risk, to live in this illegal settlement? Shame on you!” 
 
And the fireworks began.  



 
Ardie lost his cool, accusing our group of being ignorant, lashing out against our lack of 
respect. He was physically angry. At one point he and the person from our group went 
back-and-forth, “Yes! No! Yes! No! Yes! No!” When Ardie suggested that they agree to 
disagree, the answer from our side was, “no.” Agreeing to disagree was not going to 
happen. At this point, Ardie told us we could leave, but Dr. Thistlethwaite turned to her 
nonviolence training and took control of the situation. We were able to finish the time on 
somewhat civil terms, but it was a tough learning experience for our group. On one hand, 
I do not think we best represented the school, but on the other, I found Ardie to be a 
hateful, unrespectable man. I call it a wash… But meeting Ardie did show an extreme 
narrative that many people in Israel share. In the end, Ardie is a human and deserves to 
be treated with dignity. But respect is a separate issue.  
 
When we got on the bus, we were all frustrated. What we heard was frustrating. How we 
responded was frustrating. Needless to say, we were happy to leave the settlement.  
 
Our next stop was an educational and environmental farm called Tent of Nations. David, 
a Palestinian Christian, owns the 100-acre farm. Walking to up to the farm, I was struck 
by two observations. First, the entry to the farm has been blocked in several places by the 
IOF (Israeli Occupational Force) in efforts to limit access in and out of the farm. Second, 
as you arrive at the farm, there is a stone that says, “We refuse to be enemies”. That gave 
me hope, initially, that the farm could exist in peace. But, as David told his story, that 
hope was met with reality. 
 
David has been in a struggle to keep his family’s land. Met with unfair regulations, he has 
literally gone underground with his farming methods. Not too long ago, a group of 
settlers burned down Olive trees that were hundreds of years old. His farm sits in between 
two settlements, but no matter how hard the Israeli government and settlers have tried, 
David has been able to peacefully resist and continue to exist. He is hopeful for the 
future, but it seems that he is up against an unrelenting force. David’s refusal to give into 
violence or anger moved me. His words, “Jesus said blessed are the peacemakers, not 
peace-talkers,” resonated deeply with me. This man and his family are in immediate 
danger, as everything they own is in jeopardy; yet, he remains positive that love and 
peace can prevail. I wish I shared in his optimism. Reality has a way of diminishing hope 
and robbing joy from us. 
 
After lunch, we met the director of Israel Committee Against House Demolitions, Ruth 
Edmonds. She passionately spoke of the work they are doing to prevent housing 
demolitions of Palestinians (over 40,000 in occupied territory since 1967) and to promote 
education to the crisis facing Palestinians. She gave statistics that made my head spin and 
my heart sink. The sad truth is, there are no legal avenues that can be pursued to 
guarantee basic human rights for Palestinians because Israel has no constitution or bill of 
rights. Therefore, for Ruth, BDS is a must in applying external pressure on Israel. 
However, instead of doing much about the crisis (housing demolitions, displacement, 
etc.), the American government gives 3.122 billion dollars a year to Israel.  
 



As the sun went down, we met with Combatants for Peace, a bi-national movement that 
is committed to nonviolence, peace, and ending the occupation. In the words of one of the 
members, Mohammed Najjar: 
 

Between the pain of those who have gone and the fear of those who may yet pay with “
their lives, we come together to say enough pain and enough war, and stress that peace is 

the only solution to stop the killing.” 
 

The organization is made up of ex-soldiers from both sides of the conflict. We had the 
pleasure of meeting two men (one Israeli and one Palestinian that was a prisoner of war 
for 10 years) that were committed to this cause. What was most moving was the physical 
touch between the two – they were friends and were not afraid to make physical contact 
with each other. If you think about the reality that these two were previously enemies, it 
is a moving gesture. One of the things that they said that has stayed with me is, “Violence 
is easy. Nonviolence is much, much harder.” I think that gives another insight into the 
conflict: violence as the easiest reaction. 
 
Our first day in the West Bank gave us great variation in narratives in the conflict, 
complicating and deepening it all the while.  
 
 
Research, Refugees, and Local Hospitality (1.18.16) 
 
Our second day in the West Bank continued where our first day left off. It was a dusty, 
windy morning and the temperature dropped significantly. The first stop in the morning 
was Applied Research Institute. We came in, and, as we sat with cups of coffee, we 
listened to one of the densest presentations I have ever beheld. I use the word “dense,” 
not pejoratively, but as the only way I can describe the depth and breadth of the 
presentation.  
 
In short, our host showed us the continual shrinkage of the West Bank and the methodical 
placement of illegal settlements to form corridors that disrupt and separate the West 
Bank. He suggested that this would push all Palestinians into a few cities, or as he said, 
ghettos. To date, 47% of settlements are built on privately owned Palestinian land. 
Targeting these places for settlements seems to show not only that Israel controls the 
land, but also that the Palestinians are having their land stolen from under them.  
 
The next stop was Aida Refugee Camp (unrwa). Because of the stabbings that have 
happened near Bethlehem the past few days, the State Department issued a warning not 
to go to Bethlehem or Aida. But since we were already staying there and Siraj thought it 
would be okay, we went. Aida is home to Palestinians that have been displaced – they are 
refugees in their own land. There are 6,000 people in Aida, 2/3 of whom are under 25 
years old. We met an incredible man named Abdelfattah Abusrour (PhD) that helps the 
youth express themselves through art. The organization is called Alrowwad (Pioneers for 
Life) for Culture and arts (ACTs). I believe that people under occupation have the right to 
resists that occupation by “any means” except violence. So, through art (singing, dancing, 



theatre, photography etc.), the children are able to engage with and express their 
emotions. I plan on doing future study in this phenomenon, as it will be an important part 
of my doctoral research.  
 
In the evening, we spent some time with some people that work with Kairos Palestine 
before our host home dinners. My mind is tired from the past two days and the 
emotionally draining talks and experiences we have had. It’s hard to think clearly today, 
let alone write coherently. Nonetheless, I continue to write and hope that I’m actually 
learning. 
 
To the North, Please, to the North (1.19.16) 
 
I was relieved to leave Bethlehem, leaving behind two of the most significant and painful 
days of the trip. Though we have left the West Bank, I think of the people we met and 
wonder what will become of them. I wonder about their just causes and if peace will be 
made in our lifetime, or any. Once we left Bethlehem and continued northward, I became 
captivated the beauty of the country. Lush green fields and wavy hills of the countryside 
were everywhere I looked.  
 
After a few hours, we arrived at our first stop, Giv’at Haiva, a national education center 
that aims to “foster the creation of a true shared society, resisting racism and all forms of 
discrimination and fostering greater understanding between different groups in Israeli 
society and among nations, through educating for peace, democracy, coexistence and 
shared society.”  
 
It is a wonderful mission statement, but it appears to me that hope and morale is steadily 
declining here. At one point, after becoming emotional, our first presenter said, “Pardon 
me for being emotional, I deserve this right, today.” To be honest, today felt like despair. 
The narratives were further complicated and, to be candid, I’m not sure what to do about 
it. For example, we talked about who drew the Green Line and realized that it is not so 
exact. This nonchalance of boundaries explains why the security fence is inside the 
boundary and why settlers are settling inside the West Bank at will. Our presenter spoke 
of a village that was split in two by the Green Line and the societal harms it has caused – 
splitting families, making them enemies, and creating a fractured, fragmented 
communities.  
 
I left Giv’at Haiva more confused than ever and disheartened because, no matter who we 
asked or how we asked it, our hosts continued to respond that there was nothing that 
could be done on the ground. Dr. Thistlethwaite said, in the past, they have talked about 
partnerships; but today, hope was only about external pressures. Hope deferred makes the 
heart sick… 
 
We left to go to a Kibbutz Ein Dor. I had no idea that Kibbutzim were socialist models of 
shared society that are prevalent in Israeli society. It was interesting to learn of some 
early Zionist impulses to live in this way. Everything was shared: production, 
compensation, and resources. Everyone would work and be paid, not what they 



“deserve,” but what they need. As compelling as that is, we learned that the Kibbutz 
became privatized and much of that has changed.  
 
It’s been a day of travel and I need to unplug, unwind, and prepare myself for a long-
awaited day in the Galilee. 
 
In the Galilee (1.20.16) 
 
Today, we began our day at Hammat Tiberias (Tiberias Hot Springs), on the Sea of 
Galilee. Jared, our tour guide, has pointed out that the Sea of Galilee is neither a sea nor 
in the Galilee. It’s been a humorous morning and the countryside is intoxicating – green 
with the life of vegetation. 
 
The highlight of this site was the synagogue from the 4th century. Most importantly, there 
is an incredibly detailed and preserved mosaic that speaks to a synthesis of cultures and 
religious identities. On the floor, just above the supposed benefactors of the synagogue 
are two portraits that, juxtaposed, have puzzling implications. The top portrait contains 
quintessential Jewish elements: an ark in the center (containing Torah scrolls) in between 
two menorahs, a shofar, and other festive Jewish symbols.  
 
Underneath this panel of images is a most mysterious – pagan – Zodiac. What was this 
doing here? It includes naked humans, one of which seems to be uncircumcised. In the 
middle of the Zodiac is Helios, the Greek sun god (Sol Invictus in Roman mythology). 
What would mythological images and a centerpiece of a Greek pagan-god have to do 
with a Jewish synagogue?  
 
From Hammat Tiberias, we went to the ancient fishing village of Capernaum on Lake 
Kineret (Sea of Galilee). Here, we walked around, looking at the archeology. One place 
of interest was what is believed to be the house of Peter, or Peter’s mother-in-law. We 
spoke of the healing of the paralytic (Mk. 2) and various other passages that take place in 
Capernaum (calling of the first disciples, etc.). 
 
We then walked along the Sea of Galilee. I looked around and imagined the various 
journeys of Jesus and the disciples, from side-to-side and up-and-down the coast to the 
surrounding villages. Dr. Terrell sang a beautiful song about Peter walking on the water 
to meet Jesus. Though I do not believe that Jesus could have walked on the water like the 
story embellishes, I do believe that there are some metaphorical insights of walking onto 
the waters of life – overcoming fear to step out of the boat of comfort and into uncertain 
waters. The water and surrounding beauty of villages was nostalgic…  
 
We left Capernaum and ventured to the Mount of Beatitudes. One of my favorite 
passages in the New Testament is the Sermon on the Mount, the place where Jesus turns 
the kingdoms of the world upside-down (or rightside-up), ushering in God’s kingdom and 
its inverted values. It is upon the mountain that Jesus taught a new way of living. Looking 
down on the sea, I began to place Jesus on this hillside. I imagined his disciples sitting in 
a circle, gazing out upon the multitudes, all with the sea as a backdrop. Our team spent 



some time reading Matthew 5 and discussing the implications of Jesus’ words vis-à-vis 
our trip to the holy land. Certain phrases had new meaning – such as “blessed are the 
meek,” or “blessed are the peacemakers.” We said the names of those committed to the 
work and called them blessed. It was a beautiful moment.  
 
Our evening was spent at Nes Ammim, a community of European volunteers that are 
working towards education, dialogue, and peace. After a text study, we had dinner with 
the volunteers and did an exercise to get to know each other. I learned that most of the 
group was German and they volunteered a year at a time. I was startled to see that a few 
of the people that were at Nes Ammim for a couple of weeks were already discouraged. 
In our short time, it has been a struggle to be positive; but I wonder how they would fare 
over the next months. It was helpful to hear their perspectives on the conflict as 
Europeans. One of the main concerns of the volunteers in our group was the education 
system and how it perpetuates the conflict through stigmatization and extreme 
stereotypes.  
  
Acco and Prayer at a Mosque (1.21.16) 
 
The first stop today was at the Druze Heritage Museum. Walking into the meeting, my 
knowledge of Druze was limited. But after discussion, some things became clear. First, 
the Druze come from the Muslim community and they represent a prophetic tradition. 
They have several prophets, but the chief of them is Jethro. Since they believe in 
reincarnation, they believe that Jethro was reincarnated several times throughout history. 
Another interesting fact was that Druze claim absolute allegiance to whatever country 
they are in. Because of that, there are many Druze in Israeli military leadership. Because 
of their willingness to serve in the military, they have gained both the protection and 
favor of the Israeli government. After leaving the Druze Heritage Museum, we made our 
way into Acco and El-Jazzar Mosque.  
 
This was not my first time to a mosque, but just like the first time, I was humbled and 
touched by the reverence and posture of the Muslims that came to pray. The call to prayer 
is a beautiful melody that prepares the way for silent reflection and invitation to look 
inward. I watched in tears, as the men came in and went through their ritual: placing their 
hands by their ears (saying, Allahu Akbar), then they place their right hand over their left, 
bending down, and kneeling on the ground, placing their hands, head, and knees on the 
ground. The physical posture to put their face on the ground before Allah was so moving. 
I wondered if I’d be willing to posture myself with such a humble gesture. Then, when 
the time comes, they all stand shoulder-to-shoulder, equal before God, and pray together. 
What a beautiful picture of unity!  
 
When prayer was over, we went in a side room and met with Imam Sameer Assi. This 
was one of my favorite interactions from the entire trip because I was moved by his 
conviction, hope, and commitment to interreligious cooperation and peacemaking. 
Sameer’s vision is to move beyond the boundaries of religion and affirm the humanity in 
every person. At one point, he spoke of the atrocities done in the name of religion: 
Christians murdered innocent women and children in the Crusades – does Christianity 



permit this, he asked? Jews have an ugly history of violence, including the violence done 
by settlers in the name of land – does Judaism permit this? Muslims, like Daesh or Al-
Qaeda, have done the same acts in the name of God – does Islam permit this? “God 
forbid!” he said. If we do not treat others with dignity and humanity, we can do great 
harm to each other in the name of God. But if we see the humanity in one another, we can 
work towards peace, together. I was reminded, during the talk, that all have claim to the 
Holy Land: Jews, Christians, and Muslims alike. Though the claims vary in time and 
meaning, Israel is the home of the three Abrahamic faiths. Therefore, Imam is hopeful 
that there is a peaceful future possible. I share his hope and was so moved by the spirit at 
work in and through him. 
 
For our post-lunch session, we went to the Umm el-Fahem Gallery to hear about “The 
Role of Art and Culture.” The gallery exists to:  

• To present contemporary and high quality art.  
• To develop and enhance the awareness of art in all age groups.  
• To serve as a cultural and artistic center for artists of the Wadi Ara region as well 

as for other Arab and Jewish artists in Israel. 
• To encourage cultural dialogue between Arab and Jewish artists on a variety of 

themes, including ones related to critical current affairs.  
• To create a multicultural dialogue between artists from Israel and abroad.  
• To create the Umm el-Fahem Museum of Contemporary Art. 

Once again, I saw the intersection of art and culture and the conflict. Art serves as a 
medium to nonviolently work towards peace and give artists a means to express feelings 
and personal stories of resistance and healing.  
 
We ended the night cooking and eating with a community of Ethiopian Jews. 
 
Night 1 in Tel-Aviv (1.22.16) 
 
We went to the museum of Yitzhak Rabin in the morning. Learning from his life and 
example gave us more insight into the conflict, complicating the narrative yet again. It is 
disheartening to consider how close Palestine and Israel were to peace before his 
assassination. I cannot help but wonder if this was the last chance for peace – is the 
window now closed forever? To think about peace under the leadership of extremist 
Netanyahu seems far from reality. 
 
As we left the exhibit, a poem on the wall read: 
 

From the place where we are right 
flowers will never grow 

in the spring.  
 

The place where we are right 
is hard and trampled 

like a yard. 
 
 



But doubts and loves  
dig up the world 

like a mole, a plow. 
And a whisper will be heard in the place 

where the ruined  
house once stood. 

 
Rabin left behind a great legacy, but a greater work to be done: peace.  
 
Next, we met with an organization, the Hotline for Refugees and Migrants. It is alarming 
to hear of how some of those seeking refuge are treated in Israel. If they are not deported 
right away, they are detained in immigration detention without any type of judicial 
review. These people are running for their lives! But that does not matter to the 
government. And, again, with no constitution or bill of rights to use as accountability or 
guidance, these people are vulnerable. A moment I will not forget: we stood on concrete 
covered in wax. When we asked, we learned that the wax was from a vigil held for an 
African immigrant that was lynched in the north. The person was accused of being a 
terrorist and executed without any legal process. It is a sobering reminder of the extent of 
racism in Israel. 
 
Before Qabbalat Shabbat, we met with judge Kadi Mohammed Zibdeh from Israel’s 
Sharia courts. There is much misunderstanding when it comes to sharia law in the US, 
and, Kadi Zibdeh talked about the purpose and limitations of the religious court in Israel. 
For example, I did not know that any criminal cases went to the local legal courts. Thus, 
the Sharia courts dealt mostly with divorce and other civil/religious matters.  
 
And, once again, Shabbat comes at a time where we need to pause, end one week, and 
look forward to another. The service at Bet Tefilah Yisraeli was much different from our 
first Qabbalat Shabbat, but beautiful nonetheless. We sang, danced, broke bread and 
drank wine together. It was the one-year anniversary of a couple that lost their son, so 
there were special songs and poems to celebrate his life. Though it was mostly in 
Hebrew, their emotion moved us all. Grief is a universal language.  
 
How Do We Tell the Story? (1.23.16) 
 
I’m exhausted. The plethora of feelings I have felt has taken its toll on me. This morning 
was what I needed – a morning to walk and explore the city, from cafés to the 
Mediterranean Sea. I walked and talked about our experiences and found a restaurant 
with a little taste of home. I wonder, where do we go from here?  
 
Then we met Sami Abu-Shechadeh and Dr. David Rotman for a lecture entitled, Jaffa: 
Two Tales of One City. It was meant to be a walking tour, but we could not do that 
because of the weather. So, we met in the conference room of the hotel to hear from our 
two guests. They let us know that they were going to tell us the two stories in their most 
extreme and polarized form. As they spoke, I could not stop thinking about the ways that 
two conflicting truths can be held in tension. Truth is an interpreted fact. And we cannot 



interpret without perspective and bias – nothing is completely objective. David reminded 
us that, “people cannot choose their narrative.”  
 
Talking about the establishment of Israel, Sami asked, “How can you build a Jewish State 
with an Arab majority?” If, as many have suggested, the Jewish State is about 
demographics, then there is a problem with a large Arab population. He has experienced 
discrimination firsthand and included those experiences in his narrative. Dr. David also 
echoed the discrimination that Arabs encounter in Israel/Palestine. When talking about 
rights, David said, I wish Sami could have the rights of a black person in America; he is 
the enemy of the state.” This was a powerful moment in the lecture; we could feel the 
compassion for his friend in his voice.  
 
They described a national narrative as: “we were here first, therefore, it’s ours.” 
Obviously, this is a simplification, but it is an effective example. With this type of 
narrative, they said it is important to consider the limitations in this type of thinking: 
terminology, claims, how peoples treat the land, and the failure to see other cultures.  
 
We discussed, shortly, the UN Partition Plan of 1947. I believe the voting of this plan is 
telling of the conflict: all of the nations that voted in favor are Western nations, many of 
whom had no connection to the land; while all those that opposed represent the nations 
surrounding the land. This shows us that, from the beginning, the Arab nations were 
opposed to the deal. It is no wonder that tensions have continued to exist in the territory.  
 
Narratives are complicated. In our best efforts, we try and make sense of the world and 
all its happenings around us. The conflict in Israel and Palestine is not neat. It is not 
easily understood and has too many layers and facets to truly understand. That is why 
there can be no real solutions, only arrangements. That is why we cannot make neat 
theologies to “fix” the problems. Instead, I acknowledge that peace may be impossible at 
this juncture. However, I implore that, beyond a one-state or two-state solution, there 
needs to be equality. Everyone living in Israel and Palestine deserves basic human rights. 
Equal treatment and opportunities would be a great place to start. Only then, can talks of 
peace have any traction. This is, of course, in my own opinion.  
 
We ended our last evening in Tel Aviv-Jaffa with a group dinner and celebration of our 
time together. As I continue to unpack and process, I am reminded of the lyrics of one of 
my favorite songs called, Death and All of His Friends by Coldplay: 
 

“No I don’t wanna battle from beginning to end. 
I don’t wanna cycle, recycle revenge. 

I don’t wanna follow death and all of his friends…” 
 
These words are my prayer, both for myself and for all those affected by the conflict. 
May we learn from history in hopes to make a better future – a time when peace abides 
and justice reigns. Until that day… Amen. 


