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Journey to the 
Holy Land 
May 2 - 13, 1999 
By Tim Fakes 
 
Sunday, May 2 
You can read about the Holy Land in the 
newspapers or your bible all you want.  You 
can watch the news on tv.  You can even go 
there.  Still, it is hard to really understand its people or the regions intricate web of history, 
culture and politics.  Our visit to the Holy Land included Jerusalem, Ramallah, Hebron, and 
Amman, Jordan.  All are cities mentioned over and over in the bible. 
 
Jim Quattrocki, a cameraman/director friend and I visited the Middle East to record stories on the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan (ELCJ).  The name of the Church is deceptive.  Although 
the ELCJ has a congregation in Amman, Jordan, most of their churches and ministries are in 
Israel’s occupied territories.  The ELCJ is a small church with a handful of congregations, 
schools and a hospital. It’s members are Palestinian Christian Arabs.  I guess they thought the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Israel wouldn’ t look good on the business card.  Jordan is the 
next best thing. At the present time, there is no Palestine. 
 
Because our flight from Chicago to Frankfort was delayed before takeoff, we missed our 
connection to Amman, Jordan.  Why fly to Jordan when working in Israel?  That’s what Israeli 
security in Frankfort wanted to know!  After de-planing in Frankfort, Lufthansa booked us on an 
El Al (Israel’s national airline) flight to Tel Aviv.  From there to Amman via Royal Jordanian 
Air.  After a long walk to a far away concourse, we were met by Israeli security.  They gave us 
the full treatment.  Jim and I were led to separate tables in a large waiting area.  A young Israeli 
security agent began an interrogation that lasted 30 minutes.  “Why are you flying into Amman 
when you are working in Israel?  Why didn’ t you fly El Al in the first place?  Who are you 
working with?  Who do you work for?  Where did you go to college?”  On and on it went.  
Meanwhile, a fully loaded EL Al 747 waited for us on the tarmac.   The interview went in stages.  
She’d ask questions and then disappear.  In a few minutes she’d return and ask the same 
questions.  We were getting nowhere when she asked for a written description of our trip.  
Fortunately I’d written Israeli press relations in New York explaining our trip.  And fortunately  I 
saved a copy.  Once produced the woman disappeared and in a moment we were on to the next 
level of security.  This consists of a series of pat-downs, electronic scans and more questions.   
Finally we were led to the waiting plane, climbed aboard and were on our way to Tel Aviv for an 
unexpected visit. 
 
About this time we met an elderly Palestinian born American, Mr. Hazboun.  He, like us, was on 
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his way to Amman.  “We are in the same boat.”  said Mr. Hazboun.  While waiting for Israeli 
security he and I began a conversation that lasted until Amman.  “ I was born in Bethlehem.”  Mr. 
Hazboun’s  replied to an Israeli security agent’s question about his place of birth.  “Across the 
street from where Jesus Christ was born.  He is a good friend of mine.  If you ever need 
anything, let me know.”   It was interesting to observe the security process through Mr. 
Hazboun’s eyes.  He left Jordan for Chicago in 1971.  Fluent in English, Arabic, French, Italian 
and Latin, Mr. Hazboun was a self educated scholar and theologian.  Roman Catholic, he had 
since given up religion after finding character flaws in each religions founders.  “Your Martin 
Luther married his sister!”  he said, after giving a detailed account of the Protestant reformation.  
Although cynical, Mr. Hazboun didn’ t seem bitter.  He was at peace with himself and the world. 
A pace maker prevented him from going through airport security scanners. The Israelis loved 
that.  Doctors had given him six months to live.  That was five years ago.  Still ticking. 
 
Monday, May 3 
We and our luggage made it to the Middle East.  Unfortunately the luggage was in Damascus, 
Syria and we in Amman, Jordan.  We said goodbye to our new friend, Mr. Hazboun and took a 
half hour cab ride into Amman and checked in around 1 a.m.  A twenty six hour day. 
 
Tuesday May 4 
The next morning our luggage moved from Damascus to Tel Aviv.  Or so we were told.  With 
luck it would catch up in the evening.  With time on our hands and some Dinar (Jordanian 
money) in our pockets we hired a cab and set out to see Amman.  The capitol of Jordan, Amman 
is home to 1.2 million people.  Most are Palestinian.  Many migrated here after Israel declared 
itself a state in 1948.  The climate is warm and dry.  Amman has spectacular Roman ruins 
including an ancient citadel and forum.  The modern city is a hub of activity. The late King 
Hussein’s pictures are plastered on billboards and posters everywhere. The streets are clean and 
in good condition.  Open air market stalls sell everything form electronic gear to fresh fruit meat 
and vegetables.  About a third of the people wore the traditional Kyffiyeh and robe.  Minarets, 
tall spires that tower over the Mosques, dot the skyline. Imams use them to broadcast 
loudspeaker calls to prayer five times a day.   Many women are covered from head to toe, despite 
the bright sunshine and 80 degree temperature.  Others wear western attire.  Signs of western 
culture are everywhere.  Amman even has McDonald’s and KFC.  Our driver, Abraham, told us 
his children begged to try a Big Mac.  One day he gave in.  After taking a bite, Abraham said, 
“They changed their minds and we haven’ t been back since. It’s garbage food.”   We drove up to 
the rich part of town.  Dozens of stone mansions dot the arid hillsides.  Each had two or three 
Mercedes parked behind locked gates.  The American Embassy is here also.  It looks like 
something between a fort and a palace. Someone told us it is the Middle East headquarters for 
the CIA.  Abraham told us the compound has everything a person could ask for, recreation, 
shopping, restaurants. God forbid any of our diplomats should venture to the city and rub 
shoulders with “ those people” .   I’m not suggesting our civil servants should live in Bedouin 
tents.  But this is ridiculous.    
 
Lunch was at the Jerusalem Restaurant in the city center.  We had lamb over rice with some kind 
of sauce.  Very good.  I feel like an Arab. Before he died, King Hussein spent a reported $14 
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million dollars of his own money (I’m note sure how they figure which money is his and which 
belongs to the state) to build a Mosque in the city center.  Named after his grandfather the 
beautiful blue domed building is magnificent. I guess the king wanted to make sure no one forgot 
him after he was gone.   
 
After dinner I took a stroll.  All over the world people love soccer.  Amman is no exception.  In 
an empty lot next to a busy highway I sat and watched a pick-up game.  I’m not a soccer player, 
but it was easy to tell, these kids could play.   
 
Wednesday, May 5 
Still no luggage.  Actually one piece did arrive, but poor Jim still had no clothes.  Our gear was 
in limbo, so we decided to press on to Jerusalem hoping it would catch up.  Jumping into a cab 
we headed for the King Hussein Bridge on the Jordan/Israeli boarder.  The boarder crossing is 
located at the bottom of the Jordan Valley just north of the Dead Sea.  One of the lowest 
elevations on earth.  It is dry, hot and hazy in some places.  Other spots are green and fertile.  
The miracles of modern irrigation have turned small patches of the desert into oasis.  The valley 
is a nice place to visit, but not forty days and nights.  At the Jordanian check point we got our 
passports stamped and jumped on a buss with other passengers headed for the Israeli side.  A few 
were European tourist and the rest Arabs. Officials in the Middle East love to look at your 
passport.  I must have shown it a dozen times.  Pictures of the kids might be more interesting.   
 
Once in Israel we got off the bus and into another line.  Customs again.  More waiting.  More 
questions.  More looks at my passport.  Finally we piled into a waiting limousine and thought we 
were on our way to Jerusalem.  In fact we had gotten into a waiting limousine.  We waited and 
waited.  One by one other passengers climbed in until it was completely full.  Elbow to elbow we 
started our way up the west side of the Jordan Valley.  As we drove I tried to recall the details of 
the good Samaritan story.  It was here, on the road from Jericho to Jerusalem that the scene for 

Jesus’s parable takes place.  Not a good 
spot to get robbed. The barren hills and 
winding trails are still foreboding.  Today 
the risk is from oncoming traffic as you try 
to pass slow trucks on the two lane road.  
Its a game of chicken.   
 
We entered Arab East Jerusalem and drove 
into the old city through the Damascus 
gate.  Jerusalem is one of the worlds great 
sites.  The wall surrounding the city was 
rebuilt in the 14th Century by an Ottoman 
Turk, Suleiman the Magnificent.  With no 
time to spare, we jumped into another 
van/taxi for a short two Shekel ride to the 
Augusta Victoria Hospital on a mountain 
overlooking East Jerusalem.  The Augusta Outside the Damascus Gate in Jerusalem 
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Victoria Hospital (AVH) is a site in itself.  
Built by German emperor Wilhelm II one 
hundred years ago, AVH is one of only a few 
hospitals serving the Palestinians.  More about 
AVH latter.   
 
Because we spent time in Amman waiting for 
our luggage, we were now late for our 
appointment in Hebron.  Our original plan had 
been to meet a young Palestinian girl and her 
family at the hospital.  12 year old Jameelah is 
in the late stages of kidney failure.  She now 
requires kidney dialysis three times a week.  In 
the U.S. Jameelah would have gotten a transplant years ago.  Here, she must endure the 
treatments and the ordeal of getting to and from the hospital.   
 
For Palestinians in Israelis’  occupied territories, going from one part of the city to another is 
complicated.  Travel is a major issue.  Imagine going from Chicago to Milwaukee. A Palestinian 
the proper identify card.  Depending on where you were born, you may have the right papers, or 
you may not.  If not, and you are caught, it means jail.  These travel restrictions are enforced at 
Israeli check points.  Soldiers with American M-16©s guard the post and randomly check vehicles 
as they go by.   
 
Three times a week Jameelah and a relative leave their village outside Hebron at 4:30 a.m. to 
catch a bus headed for Bethlehem.  From Bethlehem they catch another bus to Jerusalem and 
there to AVH.  It takes several hours.  On the way they pass two Israeli check points.  Since 
Jameelah and her family don’ t have the right identify card, they carry a permission slip from the 
hospital explaining her need for dialysis.  After treatment, the whole process is repeated.   
 
When we arrived at AVH Jameelah had finished.  She and her grandfather Abu Mohammed, 
were headed back to their village.  The name Abu Mohammed means, “ father of Mohammed”.  
My name would be “Abu Connor” .  We jumped in a van and headed to Hebron.   Actually 
Jameelah lives in a village several kilometers from Hebron.  Her home is a simple concrete 
structure that houses a number of people.   An donkey a few chickens and doves occupy a stone 
courtyard next to the house.  It was a nice visit.  We met her parents and many relatives.   After 
the interviews it was time for prayers.  Jameelah’s family is Moslem.  Furniture in the small 
main room was moved to the side and all the men knelt on the floor and performed their ritual 
prayers.  Moslems are expected to pray five times a day.  It was an intimate view of Islam I’d 
never witnessed before.  After prayers we were served strong Arab coffee in tiny cups and 
bananas.  For people who have nothing, it was a feast.   
 
Saying goodby to Jameelah and her family we drove back to Hebron.  Here is the city where 
Abraham, the father of many nations first set up camp so long ago.  Our driver took our van up a 
steep road leading to the top of a mountain overlooking the city.  At the top you could look down 



 

 
5 

on the walled Mosque that now stands over the site 
where Abraham is said to be buried. Children with 
kites made of sticks and old plastic bags flew them 
high over the city.  The sun was setting on a very long 
day.    
 
Thursday, May 6 
Our luggage arrives!  Our first night at the AVH guest 
house went well.  We woke to a Middle East breakfast 
of pita bread, tomatoes, source cream and cheese 
served in a court yard outside our rooms.  While we 
ate, two of our companions from the U.S. pulled up in 
a cab with our missing luggage.  A note left for them 
in Amman had been found.  Kevin Jacobson is with 
ELCA Global Mission.  Hmong Ly is an American 
college student serving as talent in one of our video’s.   
 
Amir was our 28 year old Palestinian driver.  They say 
hostages often fall in love with their captors.  So it is 
with drivers and guides.  The local Bishop had found 
Amir for us.  A shaved head, hawk nose, cigarette in 

one hand and cell phone in the other, Amir was our constant companion.  He constantly gestured 
with his arms.  “ I’ve got a very hot temper.”  he would say while weaving in and out of traffic.  
“Sometimes I just go crazy!”   Amir seemed to know everyone in Israel and the occupied 
territories.  Unlike many Palestinians, Amir carries an Israeli passport.  As a citizen, he can travel 
freely from one area to another.  A crucifix on a chain is tucked up under his rear view mirror.  
Just for good measure.  At each check point, he would flip it down making the symbol visible 
through the windshield.  “This way they don’ t hassle me.”   he said.  Although he carries an 
Israeli passport, Amir is a Palestinian.  The bullet hole in his forearm testifies to his allegiance.  I 
didn’ t have the guts to ask how it got there.  
 
After breakfast Amir drove us to the Lutheran School of Hope in Ramallah.  Ramallah (Beth-el 
in the bible) is a large Palestinian city just north of Jerusalem.  The city serves as a defacto 
capitol for the Palestinian National Authority.  Often the site of violence over the last ten years of 
Intifadah (Arab uprising), Palestinians staged a demonstration the day before that resulted in 
several deaths.  According to the Olso Accords, May 5, 1999 was to be the day the Palestinians 
declared a state.  Yasser Arafat and the PLO decided to hold off a year. Thus the rioting. 
American tourist don’ t often come to Ramallah.  Built among rocky hills Ramallah is gritty and 
urban.  Even though the city is only a few kilometers from Jerusalem, you must go through two 
military check points to get there.  One is Israeli and the other is Palestinian.   
 
The Lutheran School of Hope is run by the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan.  The school 
is fairly modern with grades K-12.  On the day we visited the kids were having a science fair.  
Each student constructed a project demonstrating a particular physical phenomenon.  Most kids 

Amir on cell phone  
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are Moslem.  The school of Hope is Christian.  This demographic reflects the larger Palestinian 
community, and no one seems to make a big deal out of it. Christian or Moslem, they are all 
Palestinian.  After wrapping with the school and visits in some students homes, we drove back to Jerusalem for a feast at the Philadelphia restaurant a few blocks from the old city.   After dinner 
we plunged into the old city through the Damascus gate and explored the ancient streets in the 
dark.  Kind of eerie.  Finally it was back to AVH and to bed.  
 
Fr iday, May 7 
Friday morning was seeing the workings of the Augusta Victoria Hospital (AVH).  As it 
happened, Friday was a local holiday.  Actually it was the weekend.  Weekends here are also a 
bit confusing. Because of the Jewish Sabbath on Friday, many workers, both Israeli and 
Palestinian, have the day off.  As in America, the 
Christians day of rest is Sunday. This leaves 
Saturday in the Holy Land as a working day.  One day off.  One day on. One day off.   Of course, 
hospitals don’ t take days off.  AVH had lots going on.  We saw patient care, surgery and 
pediatrics.   
 
AVH is made of Jerusalem sandstone.  When the Germans built it 100 years ago they spared no 
expense.  Wilhelm II wanted to make sure his pilgrims were well taken care of.  In any other city 
the hospital and its adjoining church would be an architectural attraction al by themselves.  In 
Jerusalem, it’s just another building.  Massive columns grace every door and alcove.  In the 
arched doorway entrance you are greeted by delicate stone relief art depicting the crusades.  The 
church is spectacular.  Renaissance art hangs on the wall besides mosaic tiled images from the 
bible.  The floors are polished marble.  Over it all is a 250 foot stone bell tower.  From its belfry 
you can see the entire city.  Because AVH is on a mountain top, the tower is the highest point in 
Jerusalem.     
 
AVH is a modern hospital.  In recent years Palestinian doctors and administrators have replaced 
German ones.  Today AVH is the one of the few heath care options open to Palestinians in the 
Jerusalem area.  As mentioned, many Palestinians risk arrest by illegally crossing authority 
boarders from neighboring villages to get treatment.   
 
After lunch we drove to the old city to visit the famous Western Wall.  Not to be confused with 
Suleiman the Magnificent wall that surrounds the city today, the Western Wall is a surviving 
portion of the erected during the reign of King David.  I think it is safe to say that the wall is the 
holies site is Judaism.  The Western Wall is just that.  A wall.  Like much of Jerusalem it is a 
weird mixture of holy shrine and tourist attraction.  Pious Jews pray at the wall while visitors 
from around the world stand by and take pictures.   Behind them all stand Israeli soldiers in full 
combat gear. Something you don’ t see in Disney Land.   
 
 
After the wall it was back to a home Ramallah to visit the Tannous family.  Hmong Ly, the 
American girl that accompanied us was to be introduced to their 20 year old daughter, Luna.  
Luna’s job was to introduce Hmong to the Palestinian people.  Our job was to record them doing 
it.  The name “Hmong” needs some explanation.  Hmong is a 20 year old college student from 

Jameelah goes through dialyses 
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North Carolina.  Her parents were refugees from Southeast Asia.  They came to the U.S. in the 
1970©s after the fall of Saigon.  Although she has an Asian name, Hmong is a typical American 
college student, bright, articulate full of energy.    
 
Our meeting with the Tannous family went well.  We were surprised at their affluence.  
Although Ramallah is home to several refugee camps (most Palestinians consider themselves 
refugees no matter where they live) and quite a bit of poverty, the Tannous family has carved out 
a small settlement.  Actually they own four or five houses grouped together on a hillside 
overlooking the city.  Each home is occupied by members of the extended family.  Children 
come and go at will.  The houses are neat, white block construction.  Inside, the furnishings are 
modern and well appointed.  Satellite dishes and TV antennas adorn the roof tops.  Luna has four 
brothers.  She is the only daughter.    After Arab coffee and trays full of pastries we drove back 
to Jerusalem and ended the day.   
 
Saturday, May 8 
Saturday was a long day.  Jameelah, our young Palestinian friend from Hebron had come to 
AVH for her dialyses treatment.  We posted ourselves at the front gate of the hospital trying to 
get a shot of her getting off the bus.  Jerusalem is an arid climate, but on top of the Mt. of Olives, 
the wind really blows at 6:30 am.  I nearly froze to death waiting for the bus.  When it finally 
pulled up Jameelah and her mother climbed off and proceeded on to the dialyses unit.  Dialyses 
really sucks.   It is like giving blood for four hours, three days a week.  It’s the price Jameelah 
pays for a chance of some day finding a kidney donor and the money for the operation. Her 
parents told us they hope some day to scratch up $3,000.00 to take to Iraq.  The U.S. backed 
blockade of Iraq has so devastated their economy that people actually sell their kidneys on the 
black market to make money.  For Jameelah and her family it is their only hope.   
 
Next we drove north to Beir Zeit University.  Beir Zeit is a first rate Palestinian school.  One of 
three in the West Bank.  Here, students can study engineering, education, nursing, you name it.  
Students here look like college students anywhere.  Jeans and t-shirts and book bags are in style.  
Except for the women who cover their heads, you’d think you were at some small liberal arts 
college in California.  We came to Beir Zeit to pick up Luna. She had to take an exam in the 
morning and we wanted to see where she went to school.  While waiting for her to finish, we 
bought orange juice in the cafeteria.  In this part of the Middle East orange juice means fresh 
squeezed.  You watch them do it.   
 
After Beir Zeit we took Hmong and Luna shopping.  No mistaking this scene with California.  
Downtown Ramallah is Arab through and through.  Narrow streets are packed with cars, busses 
and pedestrians.  Vendors hawk everything. Car horns blow constantly.   In the Middle East the 
car, not the pedestrian has the right of way.  They let you know it too.  Western influences are 
more in evidence than in Amman.  It seemed that every third or fourth shop offered designer 
jeans and other fashions.   
 
From Ramallah it was back to Jerusalem and the old city to watch a Ramallah girls basketball 
team play a club from Jericho.  For me the court was the main attraction.  Tucked neatly inside 
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the old city, two sides of the court are surrounded by a 50 foot wall erected in the 14th century.  
Children watched the game from the battlements. One could imagine Moslem defenders pouring 
hot oil on invading Crusaders in millennium past.  Today defenders play man to man and try to 
clog the middle.  They love basketball here.  Incredibly, Michael Jordan is passe. Now they 
prefer the Lakers Koby Bryant.   
    
As the sun set we headed back to Ramallah for an engagement party.  In this part of the world 
the engagement is as big a celebration as the wedding.  The idea is for the two families to get to 
know each other.  Never mind that the bride and groom met only ten days earlier!  Actually they 
probably knew each other, but clearly were not romantically involved.  The arranged marriage is 
still alive and well in the Middle East.  While the man or the woman holds the power to veto the 
deal, the marriage has far more to do with ceiling family ties and economics than it does about 
moonlight and poetry.  The banquet hall was tucked away off a narrow street near the cities 
center.   
 
We got there around 8 p.m. and most of the guest had already arrived.    I was greeted at the door 
by the brides family who must have wondered who the clown with the camera was.   Palestinians 
come to these events dressed to kill.  I was in jeans and a t-shirt.  The bride wore a traditional 
western white wedding dress.  The groom wore a suit.  Since this was a Christian wedding, 
Orthodox Priests officiated in a brief ceremony.  Following a few speakers and gift giving, it was 
time to dance.  As in the west, the nuptials to be start with a slow dance.  One might have 
expected to hear “ I love you truly”  but since they had only just met...  After the first dance 
immediate family join in.  Then the music picks up.  This signals the time for the couple to be 
picked up too!  Literally.  Friends and family place them on their shoulders and parade the 
couple around the room.  Finally two chairs are placed on top of a table.  The couple sit down 
and the entire table is lifted into the air and again paraded around the room.  Everyone has a great 
time and the dancing goes on until the wee hours of the morning. 
 
Sunday, May 9 
Worship on Sunday morning was at Lutheran Church of Ramallah.  Like a fool I thought it 
would be a good idea to record the ringing of the church bell.  We recorded an exterior shot of 
the bell tower.  Jim was stationed inside the tower to record the young man manually pulling the 
ropes in the style of Quasimodo.  I climbed to the belfry to get a closeup of the bells ringing.  My 
filling are still loose.  It was a big mistake. Nice shot, though.  The Evangelical Lutheran Church 
in Jordan is tiny.  A hand full of congregations with only 12 ordained pastors.  The Ramallah 
congregation had about 100 parishioners on this morning.  Bishop Munib Younan, adorned in 
miter, alb and staff looked like a Holy Land bishop.  The sermon, of course was in Arabic, as 
were the American hymns.  After church we nearly lost our talent, Hmong Ly.  She had been 
darting around the church taking pictures when she walked headlong into the stone stairs leading 
to the choir loft.  At first we thought it might be a concussion, but after a few hours she was ok, 
except for a large lump on her forehead.   
 
After church we went back to Luna’s home for a formal dinner with the family.  Lot’s of Arab 
food, coffee and Arab vodka were on the table.  I passed on vodka.   We learned a lot about the 
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Tannous family.  The five children seem to feel good about the future.  One is studying to be an 
Architect.  Another is in the construction business.  The father, not speaking English, sat back 
proudly as his son’s steered the conversation.  Luna’s mother was a wonderful host.  She had 
cooked for two days in preparation.  After a very large meal that included courses of desert and 
more Arab coffee, she appeared with gifts.   
Each of us received an intricately cross stitched Palestinian pillow. 
 
Monday, May 10 
Our trip began to wrap up on Monday.  We picked up Hmong and Luna in Ramallah and drove 
them to the Mount of Olives overlooking the old city.  There we walked through a Jewish 
cemetery on the hillside.  The tombs cast an interesting contrast between the living Jerusalem 
and the dead.  From Jerusalem we drove down the highway out of Jerusalem toward the 
Jordanian boarder.  Like the good Samaritan, we stopped along the roadside in the Judean desert. 

Unlike the story we just wanted to get 
some shots of the girls riding a camel.  
From there we made our way to a bus 
station on the boarder and said goodbye to 
Hmong.  Our taping with her an Luna was 
concluded and Hmong needed to return to 
the U.S.   
 
On the road back to Jerusalem we 
experienced the third in a series of small 
miracles that occurred during our trip. The 
first occurred on Wednesday the 5th in 
Hebron.  While driving through the city we 
stopped to get a few shots.  At this point 

our driver noticed that the van had a flat tire.  Amazingly, the vehicle had stopped right in front 
of a open garage door.  Inside was a tire repair shop.  Six feet from the flat tire sat a jack.  The 
mechanic pulled the jack into place and in a few minutes we were on our way.   
 
The second strange incident happened the night of the engagement party.  A rubber eye cup 
covering the view finder on my video camera popped off while walking at night down a 
Ramallah street.  Both Jim and I re-traced our steps twice looking for the cup.  It was gone.  The 
next morning, there in the dusty road at the foot of the stairs outside our AVH guest room 25 
kilometers from Ramallah sat the eye cup.  
 
The third incident happened in the desert bus station near the Dead Sea.  Amir, our driver cursed 
and jumped out of the van.   He informed us that the accelerator cable had broken.  While I 
fumbled through my bag looking for some tools to help in the repair, Jim stepped out of the van.  
There in the dirt sat a six inch piece of wire.  At that moment Amir said, “ If I had a small piece 
of wire I might be able to fix it.”   Jim said, “Will this work?”   Bingo. In minutes we were 
cruising through the desert back to Jerusalem.  Only in the Holy Land. 
 

Jerusalem the golden  



 

 
10 

Tuesday, May 11 
My final day in Jerusalem was devoted to a story 
on Dr. Bassam Abdallah, an American Lutheran 
Pastor of Palestinian origin.   A few days before 
our trip I had interviewed him in his Hammond 
Indiana Parish.   On this day Bassam was going to 
show me his boyhood home, only steps from the 
Church of the Holy Sepulcher.   Actually the 
house rests between the 7th and 8th stations of the 
cross on the Via Dolorosa (literally “ the way of 
suffering” ).  The stations mark key points as 
Jesus carried his cross to Calvary.   On these 
ancient and twisting streets deep within the old 
city Bassam showed me where he played hide and go seek some 40 years ago.  In those days 
Jerusalem’s old city had a much larger Christian population.   Today Arab Muslims and Jews 
make up the majority of the population.  Born into a Christian home, Bassam embarked on a 
spiritual journey as a young man.   
 
For centuries Ethiopian Orthodox monks have lived in tiny stone huts inside a courtyard around 
the Church of the Holy Seplcure.  Opening a small steel door near a corner of the old shrine, 
Bassam led me into a world not seen by tourist and pilgrims.  
For three years a young Bassam had live with these monks.  In the end he chose a more 
traditional path.  But walking through his old stomping grounds, you got the sense that these 
years had made a profound impression on him.  The huts are the monks living quarters.  Each 
structure is the size of a small storage shed.  Occasionally a black robed Monk with grey hair 
(none looked under 60) and tall hat, would emerge from a hut.  “All of the old Monks from my 
day are gone now” Bassam said as he searched for a familiar face.  Finally and old monk 
appeared from a corridor and in his face you could see recognition.  He and Bassam hugged and 
shared a few words.  “ I used to speak their language fluently”  said Bassam.  “Not anymore.”   
 
Saying goodby to the monks we walked out of the old city, stopping every now and then to greet 
an old friend of Bassam’s.  From the old city we made our way north through Arab East 
Jerusalem to an old Anglican school Bassam attended before going to the Monks.  From there we 
walked into Israeli controlled West Jerusalem to an Ethiopian Orthodox Church.  The English 
translation of the name is “Mountain of Paradise.”   Again we made our way to the monks 
quarters and knocked on an old wooden door.  Out stepped an old man.  Bassam introduced him 
as Abraham.  85 years old, Abraham had spent his entire life serving the church.  On the wall 
hung a framed black and white photo depicting Abraham as a young cleric.  We sat in his tiny 
home while he and Bassam talked about old times.  After a few minutes, Abraham reached under 
the table and pulled out a plastic pop bottle.  In it was a pale orange liquid that clearly was not 
orange crush.  One sip confirmed my suspicions.  It was home made hooch!  From the hut 
Abraham took us into the old church.  Bassam said, “Here you remove your shoes,”  which I did. 
The cathedral was magnificent. Inside the domed structure was a square shine taking up most of inside space.  The 
walls of the shrine were covered with brightly colored orthodox icons depicting various saints 
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and biblical stories.  Part of the tour included a very old lamb skin (velum) bible hand copied in 
the Coptic language.  Each page would have brought a hefty price at any art auction in the west.  
Here it sat.  A priceless treasure.  I wonder what will become of the church once the monks are 
gone.   
 
After the Mountain of Paradise Bassam and I walked back to the old city and to the Church of 
the Holy Sepulcher.  In the courtyard in front of the shrine I interviewed him while tourists filed 
by.  We talked about his boyhood and reasons for leaving the Holy Land and ministry in the 
United States.  After the interview we said goodby and I jumped on a bus outside the Damascus 
gate and returned to AVH.  
 
Dinner that night, our final one in the Holy Land, was special.  Kevin took us to the American 
Colony Hotel.  Like everything in Jerusalem, it has quite a history.  An actual American Colony, 
it was founded by the wife of Horacio G. Spafford, the author of the famous 19th century hymn, 
“ It is well with my soul.”  A Chicagoan, Spafford was in  Europe on business when he sent for 
his wife and children. While crossing the Atlantic their ship rammed another vessel.  The 
children were lost. Only his wife survived.  While returning to the U.S. Spafford wrote the hymn 
near the spot where his children were lost.  Later, the couple moved to Jerusalem and founded 
the American Colony in Jerusalem. Today the colony is a five star hotel.  After dinner we sat in 
the courtyard talking when the conversation was interrupted by loud explosions.  Our first 
thought was guns.  Then we saw the colorful bursts of fireworks in the night sky.  They came 
from the next block where supporters of the Palestinian National Authority (PNA) were 
celebrating the announcement that an Israeli court had prevented the government from wresting 
control of the Oriental House away from the PNA.  It turned out to be a major new event that 
made the international press. We  spent a few minutes watching the celebration.  It was fun (and 
a little scary) to witness a historical footnote in the making, in a city and land that is filled with 
so much of it. 
 
Wednesday, May 12 
In the morning we hired a driver and headed for Tel Aviv.  We were four hours early.  It took 
every minute to make it through Israeli security.  Once again they made us stand in line and then 
peppered us with questions until the fligh was about to board. They simply weren’ t satisfied with 
our explanation of why we had gone into neighboring Jordan.  I don’ t think they were too happy 
that we had spent so much time in the West Bank either.  Any way, we got on the plane as said 
goodby to the Holy Land. 
 
My first trip to Israeli was in 1988 with WCFC-TV in Chicago.  Then, I was the guest of Israel.  
I heard their stories and got their spin on life.  This time I listened to Palestinians.  Jews and Arab 
Palestinians have a lot common.  Both are Semitic people.  Both are passionate and articulate.  
Both worship the same God.  I hope some day they work out an agreement and live in peace.  
The world would be a better place.  Still, it was a fantastic trip. I saw incredible sites. I tasted 
new foods.  I met wonderful people that I think of now as friends. I have memories that will last 
a lifetime. 
 


