
Max Carter 

Originally from Indiana—after stopovers in Philadelphia, Pennsyl-
vania, and Ramallah, Palestine—I now reside in Greensboro, North 
Carolina, with my wife of 39 years (Jane), two dogs, a daughter and 
her two hyperactive boys, and a garden. A member of North Caro-
lina Yearly Meeting (FUM), I serve at Guilford College as director of 
Friends Center, campus ministry coordinator, and adjunct faculty in 
religious studies. 

This set of devotions for Fruit of the Vine is based on a three-week 
course on the Israeli/Palestinian conflict which I taught in January 
2013 in Israel and Palestine. It was an intense experience for the 
eight students and their instructor, although we also had great fun 
exploring the religious and historical sites of the region, meeting 
wonderful people on both sides, and sampling the marvelous cui-
sine! My wife and I take groups to this area every year, and it was a 
privilege to share it with my students. 

The photo of me and Father Ioneses was taken at the church built 
over the well where Jesus met the Samaritan woman. My students 
were taken by our beard competition! 
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Sunday 
December 8 Competing Narratives 

BIBLE READING: Joshua 24:14-21 
In January of 2013, I led eight of my students on a three-week 
exploration of history, religion, culture, and politics in Israel 
and the occupied Palestinian territories. It was an intense and 
exhilarating time of full immersion into the conflicting under-
standings of the various ethnic, political, and religious groups 
that share a space smaller than New Jersey! 

During our orientation, I told the group what I had heard 
from Naomi Chazan, the former Deputy Speaker of Israel’s 
parliament: “The great tragedy of this region is that there are 
two narratives of its history that are both true, but don’t 
meet.” Indeed, the students experienced that—and then some! 
In fact, Naomi’s statement is only partially true; there are at 
minimum two competing narratives! 

This is true in our own lives, too. Our faith tradition 
tells us one set of truths, and each person in our faith commu-
nity has his or her own interpretation of them. Then there are 
those from other traditions! 

Joshua recognized that challenge in his own day and set 
before his faith community the importance of choosing wisely 
among competing—and enticing—offerings. It is important for 
us to listen carefully, discern wisely, and choose what is true 
for us based on our experience, the traditions of our faith 
community, reason, and our sacred Scriptures. When that is 
done prayerfully, even though the options may seem to be in 
competition, we usually find that Truth is coherent with itself 
and a way opens. 

SONG: Teach Me to Stop and Listen 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me listen carefully to 

the competing narratives of the culture in which I live and 
discern a way forward with equal care! 

—Max Carter 
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Monday 
December 9 Getting Snowed in Jerusalem 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 147:16-18 
During our January program’s first week in Jerusalem, we 
were met not only by a deluge of “competing narratives,” but 
a literal deluge of rain, wind, and cold! One day we awoke to 
the spectacular scene of the city blanketed in snow. White 
covered the Mount of Olives, the Dome of the Rock, the roof-
tops, and stone streets. Our travel plans for the day were 
cancelled, and we had the luxury of wandering the hushed 
streets at our leisure. 

As is true back home in America on a “snow day,” in-
stant community was formed as people pitched in to shovel 
the white stuff—only in Jerusalem, there are no snow shovels! 
Makeshift boards and cardboard had to suffice. We got into 
good-natured snowball fights with Israeli soldiers and Pales-
tinian youth. Not surprisingly, we found that they had very 
good aim! 

One scene, though, stands out in my memory: a group of 
Orthodox Jews were walking through an Arab neighborhood, 
and a Palestinian boy hurled a snowball at one of them. As the 
person who was hit turned to confront the boy, a companion 
restrained him, just as one of the boy’s friends stopped him 
from tossing another snowball. 

Wouldn’t it be nice if all confrontations in the region 
were handled with such skill?! We can all hope for the peace 
of Jerusalem, as the psalmist prays in another passage. Per-
haps a little covering of snow would help! That and a sense 
that we are all, indeed, a community inevitably linked to-
gether. 

SONG: Take Time to Be Holy 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, just as you send the snow 

and the rain, cover us with your love, patience, and concern 
for all people. 

—Max Carter 
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Tuesday 
December 10 Surprising Encounters 

BIBLE READING: Genesis 33:1-10 
While staying at a hostel in the Old City of Jerusalem, I 
shopped for our group at a little grocery store on the Via Dolo-
rosa. Each day, the same man served me behind the checkout 
counter. Finally he asked me where I was from, and when I 
mentioned that I had once taught at the Ramallah Friends 
School, his face brightened, commenting that he once dis-
cussed a book, The Hour of Sunlight, with the principal there. 
I replied that I loved that book, a memoir of a young Palestin-
ian’s transformation from a bomb maker to a peace activist. 
“Might you know the author of the book, Sami al-Jundi?” I 
asked. 

“I am Sami al-Jundi!” he said. 
It was a delightful serendipity, and I had him meet with 

my students to talk about how his 10 years in an Israeli prison 
helped him see the face of the “enemy” and come to an under-
standing of nonviolent ways to address repression and injus-
tice. 

The name Israel literally means “God-wrestlers.” Jacob 
(Israel) wrestled with God before his encounter with Esau and 
then proclaimed that seeing his estranged brother was like 
“seeing the face of God.” Could it be that the night before, he 
was wrestling figuratively with his brother, even as he was 
doing a World Wrestling Entertainment number with God?! 

Can we—like Sami al-Jundi and Jacob—see “that of 
God” even in the face of our enemies? 

SONG: O Brother Man (fold to thy heart thy brother) 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, when I am encouraged to 

“seek thy face,” may I also seek your face in that of the 
stranger, the enemy, the “other.” 

—Max Carter 
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Wednesday 
December 11 Rockin’ the Galilee 

BIBLE READING: 1 Kings 19:9-13 
On our trip to the Galilee, we were privileged to stay at the 
lovely guest quarters of the Mar Elias School in Ibillin, Israel. 
It is a school founded by Abuna Elias Chacour which serves 
Muslims, Christians, Jews, and Druze students, one of only a 
handful of integrated schools in the country. The building in 
which we stayed stands on a piece of ground hewn out of the 
side of a mountain, as does much of the school building lo-
cated in hilly Galilee. Our bus parked next to a sheer rock face 
while we volunteered at the school. 

The morning we left, I had to herd the slow-moving 
students onto the bus to make our next appointment. When 
we arrived at our destination, I got word from the school that 
a huge boulder had fallen from the rock face exactly on the 
spot where our bus had been only a few minutes before! We 
could have been flatter than a pancake! Each of us uttered our 
own renditions of thanksgiving for safety, and I took the occa-
sion to remind the students of the importance of the Quaker 
testimony on punctuality. 

God can shatter the rocks, to be sure, but God is also our 
refuge in times when we seem besieged by avalanches of 
misfortune. Elijah had just experienced one of the greatest 
triumphs of his life, but he still felt that his world was shat-
tered. Like Elijah, we sometimes just have to be still and know 
that God is there with us. 

And sometimes it also helps to know where we should 
park! 

SONG: He Hideth My Soul 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, let me know where the 

loose boulders are, and give me wisdom to steer clear of them 
or protection when I have to park under them! 

—Max Carter 
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Thursday 
December 12 Beating Tanks into Playgrounds 

BIBLE READING: Isaiah 2:4; 11:6-9 
Driving north past the Sea of Galilee, heading toward Kibbutz 
Snir on the Lebanon/Syria border, we passed through the 
Israeli town of Qiryat Shemona. In the city center, we were 
intrigued to see a playground filled with the usual children’s 
equipment: swings, slides, monkey bars—and brightly painted 
army tanks! 

Earlier an Israeli who works on peace initiatives with 
the Jerusalem office of the American Friends Service Commit-
tee told us that many in the country are concerned with the 
militarization of the society. The incorporation of captured 
Syrian tanks into playground equipment certainly gave evi-
dence to the validity of that concern. 

Later at the Kibbutz, we were taken on a tour of the 
bomb shelters necessitated by the tension along the border 
and the history of rocket fire there. It was further witness to 
the cost of not finding a just peace for all the peoples in the 
region. 

When the prophets spoke of beating swords into plough-
shares, I don’t think they meant turning weapons of war into 
items that would desensitize people to the horrors of war. 
They were well aware of what “removed the occasion” for 
war: justice, equality, letting right prevail. They sought to free 
their people from the prevailing dogma of “might makes right” 
and replace it with God’s vision for a peaceable kingdom. 

When Isaiah had his vision of a little child playing, it 
wasn’t on army tanks—even if they are brightly painted! 

SONG: Vine and Fig Tree 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me to be an instru-

ment of thy peace—an instrument that helps remove the seeds 
of war in my own life and in the wider world. 

—Max Carter 
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Friday 
December 13 Who Is My Family? 

BIBLE READING: Mark 3:31-35 
One Friday morning, our group visited the “Al-Ayn” mosque 
near the Ramallah Friends School. The name signifies its 
location by the ancient spring which provided water not only 
for the community but also traveling caravans. Tradition 
holds that this is the spring by which Joseph and Mary’s cara-
van was encamped when they realized that Jesus was missing. 
“You have him, Mary?” “No, do you have him, Joseph?” 
“Where’s the kid?!” 

On that Friday, however, our main focus was on meeting 
with the mosque’s leader, Sheikh Fadel, who also happens to 
be an elected official from the Hamas Party—a political group 
the U.S. has labeled as a “terrorist” organization. His own 
demeanor, however, couldn’t have been further from that 
description. Even before he knew that three-quarters of our 
group were Jewish students, Sheikh Fadel spoke proudly of 
Islam’s roots in both Judaism and Christianity. He went on to 
express his hope for a just and peaceful solution to the con-
flict so that Jews, Christians, Muslims, and others could live 
together. 

We don’t always know who is our “friend” and who is 
our “foe.” Jesus taught us to see all those who seek the ways of 
God as “family.” 

After our frank and open discussion—and much laugh-
ter—we all joined in the Friday prayers led by the mosque’s 
leader. Jewish, Christian, and Muslim all bowed in honor of 
the God of Abraham and Sarah and of Ishmael and Hagar. 

SONG: All God’s Critters Got a Place in the Choir 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me to reach out to 

others and come to know them in “that which is eternal,” 
avoiding judgmental attitudes in favor of personal acquaint-
ance. 

—Max Carter 
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Saturday 
December 14 Dividing Up the Pizza 

BIBLE READING: 1 Kings 21:1-14 
Sam Bahour is an American-born Palestinian who returned to 
Palestine in the 1990s as an entrepreneur and businessman. 
He has close ties to the Ramallah Friends School and met with 
our group after we had spent a day cleaning the Quaker 
meetinghouse. 

I had invited Sam to share his own perception of the 
“competing narratives” we’d been experiencing and studying, 
and he said, “There are, indeed, various religious and political 
interpretations of this conflict, but I’m going to put it in terms 
that college students can understand: pizza!” He went on to 
describe two people sitting down to share a pizza, with one 
person taking slices and eating them while the other is trying 
to negotiate how they’ll divide it up. “That,” he said, “is the 
essence of our situation.” 

At the next devotion time after Sam’s visit with us, I 
read the story of Naboth’s vineyard to the group. The story of 
the misapplication of power had powerful new relevance to 
them in the context of what they had seen and heard. Since 
returning to the States, I have often heard the students de-
scribe the Middle East conflict in terms of their favorite “junk 
food”! Sometimes even the most complex issues can be put in 
the simplest terms. 

In our own lives, how do we fail to “share the pizza?” 
How do we make use of the advantages and power we have in 
the best service to God and our neighbors? 

SONG: A Song of Peace 
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me to understand 

that although I may disagree with others over the size and 
toppings on the pizza, once it’s delivered, it’s only fair to 
share the meal in a way that honors the humanity of my fel-
low diners. 

—Max Carter 


