
Paul Almquist 

I am in my eleventh year as pastor at West Chehalem Friends Church 
in Newberg, Oregon. I share the joy of ministering alongside my wife 
of nearly 20 years, Nancy, and my sons Mark, Tim, and Andrew. It is 
a blessing for me that our boys take part in the activities of the 
church such as attending youth group, leading worship, and helping 
with children’s programs. I am thankful for a congregation that 
seeks to include young people. 

It was one of the thrills of my life to tour Israel/Palestine with sev-
eral brothers and sisters in Christ from around Northwest Yearly 
Meeting last January. We were awestruck at the holy sites, edu-
cated in the history of a place that has shaped the world,  
challenged by the current conflicts and differences that plague the 
nation with violence, blessed to join in worship with fellow believ-
ers, filled with delicious food, and bonded with laughter over a  
variety of humorous situations. Retha McCutchen, a friend of many 
in our group, was our awesome leader. We got to see things we 
never would have with a typical hired guide. 

I’ve chosen to focus each day on a city or location on our trip that 
has spiritual lessons to teach us. Believe me, I will never think of 
these places exactly the same again. I could have included many 
more. In the photo, I looked in the Garden Tomb and affirmed: “He 
is risen indeed!” 
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Sunday 
August 22 Bethlehem 

BIBLE READING: Micah 5:1-5; Luke 2:1-7 
The Church of the Nativity is an impressive site. It is actually 
two churches. The Greek Orthodox has a church over the spot 
where it is believed Jesus was born. You can look through a 
hole in the floor and see it! It is very ornate. Connected to that 
building is a Catholic cathedral, gorgeous and bright. The two 
traditions have different ways of expressing wonder, worship, 
reverence, and awe. Once a year, the Catholics carry a doll of 
Jesus in a procession to the part of the building where the 
birthplace and crib are found on the Orthodox side.  

I admire the devotion and attention to detail of both 
these traditions, but their separation is a stark reminder that 
throughout the ages, Christians have erected many dividing 
walls. We are so close yet we often remain so far away from 
each other.  

As we left the holy site, we went to a heart-wrenching 
one, also in Bethlehem: a Palestinian refugee camp known as 
Aida. What an eye-opening experience! Many people who 
were forced from their homes a generation ago have never 
been able to leave and visit the villages of their childhood. A 
huge grey wall surrounds the people; abundant artwork on the 
inside displays a deep longing to be truly free. 

Whether religious, political, social, or ethnic, humans 
have been plagued since the beginning with all kinds of lines 
of separation. Maybe it’s time to break down the walls. 

SONG: Bind Us Together, [Lord] 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, what walls in my life 

need to be destroyed? What people groups have I excluded 
from my interest and compassion? 

—Paul Almquist 
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Monday 
August 23 Jerusalem 

BIBLE READING: Luke 13:31-35 
Jerusalem is perhaps the most fascinating city I have ever vis-
ited: beautiful, but with a definite ugly side. Filled with 
peaceful spots, but overwhelmed with discord. Host to thou-
sands of years of history, but bustling and modern. In a sense, 
if you could compress the good and the bad of the world into 
one place, it would be Jerusalem. 

The old city is a busy mixture of markets and tourist 
sites. Walking the ramparts allows a visitor to get a better view 
of the city. It is divided in quarters: Muslim, Christian, Arme-
nian, and Jewish. You can certainly “shop till you drop” if 
you know how to haggle over prices and deal with crowds of 
people.  

The places of Jesus’ passion are contested, but all are 
interesting. There are at least two sites each for the crucifixion 
and the tomb of Jesus. I really enjoyed the Garden Tomb, a 
peaceful and lush park. The Church of the Holy Sepulchre is 
also beautiful in its own way with candles, altars, lamps, and 
artwork galore. 

The whole city made me think that we can be so near 
yet so far from God. Religious devotion may or may not result 
in a close personal relationship with God. Sometimes we miss 
what is right under our nose. Regardless of which rocks are 
the right ones, it is important to remember that what Jesus did 
for us is what is of eternal value. 

SONG: Surely the Presence of the Lord Is in This Place 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, I pray that even as I fill 

my life with religious activities that I never overlook your 
tender and real presence all around and in me. 

—Paul Almquist 
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Tuesday 
August 24 Hebron 

BIBLE READING: Genesis 13:14-18; Mark 10:13-16 
Muslims, Jews, and Christians all claim Abraham as an impor-
tant spiritual father. Indeed, the call to leave home and go 
wherever God leads is part of many religious traditions.  

Not far from Hebron we visited two very different com-
munities. One was the serene and secure Israeli settlement of 
Suseya. Life there seemed tidy and idyllic. Our host had been 
a Christian minister in Europe who decided to embrace his 
Jewish roots and bring his family to Israel. He has a passion 
for the Torah and a love for other people. 

Just down the hill sits a little Palestinian village called 
At Tuwani. It is here that some Christian Peacemaker Teams 
workers escort Palestinian children to and from school each 
day. Why? Because some of the settlers in the Israeli settle-
ment we had just visited like to throw rocks and harass the 
children as they walk by.  

Politics aside, it seems that Jesus was pretty clear about 
mistreating children. It is hard to imagine feeling proud of 
yourself for going out and threatening little ones who just 
want to get an education. Like always, kids are the innocent 
victims of grownups behaving badly. 

Not all the settlers are bad people and not all the villag-
ers are good people, but good must triumph over evil in each 
place. In the old city of Hebron—a place known for its beauti-
ful glasswork—some people have had trash dumped on them 
from tenants who live above them. No one deserves this kind 
of disrespect.  

SONG: Jesus Loves the Little Children 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, I don’t want to do any-

thing that diminishes the value of another human being. Help 
me see how I may even be doing this out of ignorance. 

—Paul Almquist 
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Wednesday 
August 25 Mount Carmel 

BIBLE READING: 1 Kings 18:16-45 
Mount Carmel is a high and lofty peak just outside the mod-
ern city of Haifa in northern Israel. The Carmelite order of the 
Catholics has preserved a pretty spot overlooking the Mediter-
ranean Sea on one side and the Valley of Jezreel on the other. 
One can almost imagine Elijah doing battle with the prophets 
of Baal at that place! 

The spiritual battle continues. In this region of Israel one 
finds the world center of the Baha'i faith. They have a beauti-
ful garden in the heart of Haifa. North of there is the world 
center of Kabbalah, a Jewish mystery religion followed by a 
number of famous entertainers. There is also a Druze village 
nearby where many gorgeous weavings are sold. The Druze 
are an offshoot of Islam that are not well thought of by the 
majority of Palestinians because their youth serve in the Is-
raeli army.  

People continue to long for spiritual truth to guide their 
lives. We all want answers for the meaning of life and guid-
ance for how to live. The results of this quest are varied and 
diverse and sometimes lack any spiritual reality. I look for-
ward to the day that Jesus will be revealed and the truth will 
be made known. In the meantime, we are called to do our best 
to represent Christ in a way that doesn’t muddy the waters. 
People will be drawn to God as a result of our lifting God up, 
not ourselves. 

SONG: Our God Is an Awesome God 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Oh God, there is none like you. 

You hold the universe in the palm of your hand and you will 
defeat any foe that does not surrender to you. Help us respect 
the journey others may be on while clearly demonstrating 
your love. 

—Paul Almquist 
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Thursday 
August 26 Nazareth 

BIBLE READING: Luke 4:14-30 
Nazareth is a beautiful city. On our visit, we went to the top of 
Mount Precipice, a site which may be where the townspeople 
wanted to throw Jesus off the cliff after he claimed that his 
coming fulfilled the prophecy of Isaiah. They found it hard to 
believe a local boy could be that significant. 

One of the interesting things they have done in Nazareth 
is to create a replica of a town representing the village at the 
time of Christ, including a field of wheat, a place for thresh-
ing, a workshop, a weaving room, an olive press, homes, and a 
synagogue. Locals dress up in historic clothing. It is a great 
experience to visit it. 

Our guide was an Arab Christian seminary student who 
brought the Scriptures alive. He used examples of things in 
the village and related them to biblical passages. A winnow-
ing fork, a cistern, a watch tower, and a field suddenly took on 
deeper meaning. 

During our visit and while listening to our guide, a call 
to prayer came from a nearby Muslim minaret. Almost simul-
taneously, a delivery truck’s horn went off playing the tune to 
“Clementine” (“O my darlin’, O my darlin’”). What a surreal 
moment! And a great lesson in contextualization. We bring 
the old gospel into the modern world of religious clashes and 
the noise of commerce and entertainment. The old story still 
rings true. 

SONG: Tell Me the Old, Old Story 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, bring me back to the  

simple stories of faith and the common activities of life where 
that faith is lived out. Help me to block out the distractions 
without failing to listen to those who are all around me. 

—Paul Almquist 
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Friday 
August 27 Ramallah 

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 11:1-10 
I am so glad to have had the chance to spend some time in 
Ramallah. You may not recognize the name, but Ramallah is a 
bustling city in the West Bank where Friends have had a pres-
ence since the 1860s. Friends started the first girls’ school 
there and it has grown into a top-notch elementary through 
secondary school for boys and girls. Almost all of the gradu-
ates go to college, many to places like Harvard, Yale, and MIT.  

The Quaker Meetinghouse has also been a presence 
there for 100 years. They are celebrating their centennial this 
year, which was meaningful for me since at West Chehalem 
Friends Church we just celebrated our centennial in 2009. 
Worship with Friends in Ramallah was wonderful, a peaceful 
oasis in the midst of traffic and shopping. We worshiped in 
silence and through open sharing during the service. We even 
sang “Great Is Thy Faithfulness” a cappella and it filled the 
room with sound. 

Staying in homes of local Palestinians was a real high-
light of the trip. They were so gracious and welcoming. Some 
had a good deal of money and some did not, but all had sto-
ries of hardship as they are so restricted in travel and opportu-
nities. The political struggles of Israel and Palestine came into 
much clearer focus. We need to pray that God will help to 
bring a solution that will uphold the dignity and rights of each 
person and that religion will not be used to destroy others. 

SONG: Great Is Thy Faithfulness 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, help my life to be a 

peaceful oasis in the midst of the bustle and strife of the 
world all around me. Let me be an agent of positive change. 

—Paul Almquist 
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Saturday 
August 28 Galilee 

BIBLE READING: Matthew 4:12-25 
A “Jesus tour” would not be complete without going to Gali-
lee. Our group took a boat ride out on the Sea of Galilee, or 
lake if you will. It was so cool. Many of the historic land sites 
have been covered with centuries of dirt and rubble. The wa-
ter level, however, was the same or possibly lower than in 
Jesus’ day, so it was easy to imagine him being out on the lake 
and spotting nearby places such as Capernaum, Magdala,  
Tiberias, and the region of the Gerasenes. I tried to figure out 
where the pigs may have rushed down the hill in the gospel 
story. 

Capernaum was so special because it became a place 
where the church often met in Peter’s mother’s house—and 
indeed there is a modern church built over that spot, with the 
ruins still visible underneath. Up the hill on the Mount of Be-
atitudes I could picture in my mind Jesus’ powerful and wise 
teaching taking place. I thought of the young woman from 
Magdala whose life was turned around by Jesus. At the Jordan 
River, I could easily imagine Jesus being baptized by John 
while modern pilgrims took a dip to symbolize their faith. 

The towns are fairly close, but the traveler is reminded 
that Jesus didn’t have a tour bus in which to ride around. And 
the ground is anything but flat. He must have had impressive 
calf muscles! This realization becomes even more apparent 
when you travel clear down to Jericho—1,300 feet below sea 
level. It took time and effort to go and preach the good news. 
Are we willing to go near or far for the sake of Jesus? 

SONG: I’ll Go Where You Want Me to Go 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Thank you, Jesus, for getting 

out into the highways and byways to share the good news. 
Help me to do the same for you. 

—Paul Almquist 




