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Each year my wife, Jane, and I lead a Living Letters delegation under 
the sponsorship of Friends United Meeting to Palestine and Israel to do 
service at the Friends schools and meeting in Ramallah, Israeli-Occupied 
West Bank. In addition to our volunteer work, we have opportunity 
to learn about the situation and accompany many of the Israelis and 
Palestinians working for a just and hopeful future.

One of the highlights of the summer 2017 trip was accompanying a 
friend of mine, Natan, a Jewish settler, into Ramallah for a day. This 
series of meditations is based on the day we had together in Palestinian 
territory. It was illuminating for both of us. In the image above, Jane 
and I are with one of our favorite vendors in the Ramallah fruit market.

When I’m not doing crazy things like bringing settlers into territory 
forbidden by law for them to enter, I hang out in Greensboro, North 
Carolina, where I recently retired from Guilford College in Quaker 
studies and campus ministry. Jane and I are members of New Garden 
Friends Meeting.
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Sunday
February 25 Fear Not

BIBLE READING: Psalm 23

Natan was nervous as we rode the bus together to Ramallah, 
having never visited the Palestinian city a few miles from his 
settlement in Israel. Israeli law forbids its citizens from entering 
areas controlled by the Palestinian Authority. Big red signs at 
the entrance to those areas remind Israelis of that fact—adding 
that entry is “dangerous to your life.”

Many Israeli citizens (as well as Americans!) see the 
Palestinian territories as the Wild West, populated by terrorists. 
Natan needed my assurance that it was safe, and I felt confident 
in telling him I had absolutely no worries, joking that I wasn’t 
taking him anywhere dangerous like London, Paris, Brussels, 
or just about any city in the United States!

As we got off the bus, a young, covered Muslim woman 
greeted us with a warm, “Welcome to Palestine!” and we 
settled into the silence at the Friends meetinghouse for Sunday 
worship with a variety of Christians, other Jews, and a Muslim. 
The rest of that day held only incidents of further hospitality.

Natan was much more relaxed at the end of the day, 
expressing just one serious concern: “How can you Quakers sit 
in silence that long?!” We can because Christ is present with us 
in our worship—just as we can walk without fear among those 
some call “enemies.” When we see the Light of God in others, 
love casts out fear.

There is no “valley of death” between Natan’s settlement 
and neighboring Palestinians, but there is a huge gulf—one that 
love and understanding can overcome.

SONG: Love Casts Out Fear
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, as we enter places where 

we are told we should be frightened of others, give us wisdom, 
guidance, confidence in your Presence, and a healthy dose of 
the love that you have for all your creation.

—Max Carter
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Monday
February 26 Living Water

BIBLE READING: John 4:1–15

On the bus ride to Ramallah, I told Natan a fail-safe way to 
distinguish Palestinian homes from Jewish settlements. “It’s 
the water tanks on the roof—Palestinian use of water is strictly 
limited by the military occupation. Most communities receive 
water only once or twice a week, and they store it in the tanks.”

Natan had lived in the occupied West Bank for twenty 
years with unlimited water, and had never heard such a thing. 
But the evidence was indisputable. Every Palestinian home 
had a big water tank on its roof. As we passed the settlement of 
Pisgat Ze’ev, I noted the absence of tanks on those homes.

“But that can’t be true for Palestinian hotels and hospi-
tals,” he remarked. Just then, we passed a hotel in Ramallah. 
Yup—big black tanks on top. Throughout the day, Natan saw 
evidence everywhere and heard from numerous individuals 
about the challenge of living with limited access to water.

The Samaritan woman could have as much water as she 
could carry home. But Jews and Samaritans were limited in 
their contact. Samaritans were the “other” people, considered 
so defiled that many Jews would walk miles around Samaritan 
territory on their journey rather than pollute their feet with 
Samaritan dust.

But Jesus didn’t see her as “other,” and he wasn’t even 
bothered by the other gulf between them: a religious person 
like Jesus wasn’t supposed to be hanging out with a woman—
especially a woman with a reputation! He saw her as someone 
deserving of living water.

SONG: There Shall Be Showers of Blessing
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me recognize the ways 

I have been blessed, and enable me to share those blessings 
with those in need.

—Max Carter
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Tuesday
February 27 Pilgrims and Strangers

BIBLE READING: Exodus 22:21–22

In Ramallah, Natan was disturbed by posters depicting a 
Palestinian ripping up the Balfour Declaration. For Jews who 
have an indelible memory of persecution, the 1917 British 
declaration that “His Majesty’s government view with favour 
the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the 
Jewish people” was the answer to Zionist hopes and dreams. 
But for Palestinians, the centennial of the Balfour Declaration 
marks decades of their own dispossession. The posters were 
declarations that they, too, had national aspirations. 

Land, not religion, lies at the heart of the “troubles” be-
tween Israel and the Palestinian people. Two peoples with 
deep, abiding ties to the land of Palestine wish to live, “Each 
under their own vine and fig tree, in peace and unafraid.”

A Palestinian educator told me about his controversial 
work in crafting a peace proposal with an Israeli partner. His 
own mother criticized him, still bitter about her refugee status. 
He asked her what she would have done if people had come to 
her after World War II and said, “An evil person in our country 
is killing millions of our people. Would you share your home 
with us and allow us to live together in peace?” “Of course I 
would welcome them,” his mother responded.

Deep inside each of us is an understanding that we are 
all literally or figuratively pilgrims and strangers in this world. 
Fear and a lack of understanding of the “other” too often blind 
us to the humanity of the alien and stranger. God calls us to 
remember our own status and respond with empathy to those 
whose sojourn among us is more challenged than our own.

SONG: There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me to see beyond the 

artificial constructs of nations and states to see your Light in 
others and welcome them as fellow members of your family.

—Max Carter
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Wednesday
February 28 Justice in the Gates

BIBLE READING: Amos 5:14–15

Natan shared with me the quandary he feels about a Palestinian 
village that he can see from his settlement. Both his settlement 
and the village are in the Palestinian West Bank, but he lives 
under Israeli civil law while the Palestinians are under military 
law. “It’s unfair,” Natan confessed. “But I don’t know what to 
do about it.”

Indeed, there is much about the situation in the Middle 
East that challenges one’s understanding of human rights and 
justice. Deep-seated fear, a desire for security, and the PTSD 
from which both sides suffer contribute to the intractability of 
the situation. But God demands that we seek justice and let 
right prevail.

In ancient Israel, justice was decided at the city gates, 
where people would gather and negotiate. On the day our group 
toured the deeply divided city of Hebron, we were reminded 
of Abraham’s negotiations with the Hittites over the cave of 
Machpelah as a burial site for Sarah. The ancient city gates of 
the old Hittite city have been excavated, and from them one can 
see the Ibrahimi Mosque where Sarah and Abraham are buried.

Abraham was a stranger and alien living among the 
Hittites, but they came to a friendly agreement. It is an example 
of the possibility of letting justice and right prevail.

Unfortunately, walls and gates today in Palestine and 
Israel divide rather than provide places to meet and do justice. 
And in our own lives, we experience too many virtual walls 
and gates that separate. The Bible shows another way, one that 
has worked in the past. And if it exists, it’s possible!

SONG: A Song of Peace
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me to do justice, love 

mercy, and walk humbly with you.

—Max Carter
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Thursday
March 1 I Have Other Sheep

BIBLE READING: John 10:16

Natan was surprised that we’d be attending Quaker worship in 
Ramallah. “There are Christians in Ramallah?” “Of course,” I 
said. “Where do you think Christianity began? Right here!”

Many people think all Arabs are Muslims. I was taken 
aback, though, by Natan’s surprise that there are Christians in 
a town so near him. He asked, “What are the relations like be-
tween Christians and Muslims?” I assured him that they are very 
good and shared several examples of excellent cooperation.

“I’m sure that if you dig down deep, you’ll find that it isn’t 
as it seems,” Natan maintained. I shared the recent conversa-
tion I’d had with a Muslim school principal. She had expressed 
her deep concern about maintaining a Christian presence in the 
Holy Land. “After all,” she said, “Jesus was a Palestinian!”

Still skeptical, Natan witnessed the reality of Muslims and 
Christians working, worshiping, playing, and eating together. 
At day’s end, he confessed to me that he was flabbergasted by 
what he had seen.

At the Al-Ayn Mosque where our groups experience 
Friday prayers each summer, the Imam is proud to tell us 
that the mosque is named for the spring (ayn) where Mary 
and Joseph’s caravan stopped and they realized Jesus was 
missing. The ruins of the ancient Byzantine church, built to 
commemorate that biblical event, are reverently maintained by 
the neighboring mosque.

“Allah simply means ‘God,’” the Imam tells us. “We are 
brothers and sisters under the same God.” Yes, more alike than 
different, all seeking to respond to the voice of God.

SONG: Savior Like a Shepherd Lead Us
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, lead me to pastures that 

may be unfamiliar to me but which offer nourishment for my 
soul.

—Max Carter
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Friday
March 2 Seeking Equality

BIBLE READING: James 2:1–7

As Natan and I discussed various proposals that our group had 
heard for resolving the ongoing difficulties between Israelis 
and Palestinians, I mentioned that especially the younger 
Palestinians are saying, “There is no possibility for a viable 
Palestinian state. Go ahead and make us all Israeli citizens, but 
give us equal rights.”

Natan shook his head and said it wouldn’t work. But it 
wasn’t for the reason usually given by those who say a one-state 
solution isn’t possible: by 2020, non-Jews will be the majority 
west of the Jordan River, and Israel could not be both Jewish 
and democratic with an Arab plurality.

Instead he surprised me by admitting that the 25 percent 
of Israelis who right now are non-Jewish do not have equal 
rights. “We are ostensibly a democracy,” he explained, “but 
Arab citizens of the state are not treated equally. We have to 
figure that one out before we can tackle a one-state situation in 
all of Israel-Palestine.”

It’s not just a problem in Israel, there are “haves” and 
“have-nots” everywhere. There are those born into unearned 
privilege and others who are born into undeserved disadvan-
tage. There seem always to be those who, as the ancient proph-
ets decried, “grind the poor under their heels.”

The Christian vision for society is one of equity, respect, 
dignity, and enough for all. Assuring that basic understanding 
for our common humanity would not only solve much of the 
world’s problems, it might just be what the gospel requires.

SONG: Dear Lord and Father of Mankind
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, help me to reduce my 

wants so, assured by your grace that my needs will be met, I 
might seek the well-being of others.

—Max Carter
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Saturday
March 3

Let Those with Ears 
to Hear, Listen

BIBLE READING: John 20:29

On the way back to Jerusalem, I observed how troubled Natan 
was. He was bothered by witnessing truths—right next door—
that contradicted the narrative he had so long understood to 
be true. He was still muttering about the water; still concerned 
about the inequities in his own country; still dumbfounded 
by the harmonious relations between Muslims and Christians; 
still amazed that Quakers can sit in silence for so long!

When Jesus appeared to his disciples following the res-
urrection, even those who saw him had a hard time believing 
it. All the more impressive, then, for those who didn’t have 
physical evidence to find faith.

Natan’s experience displays another side to this phenome-
non of skepticism and belief. He lives right next door to the re-
alities to which he has long been oblivious. Seeing them rocked 
his world, but at the end of the day, he was not yet willing to 
change his mind about “being at war with the Palestinians.” 
How much more difficult is it for those who don’t have the 
opportunity to see first-hand what is happening in the region 
to reassess dominant narratives—narratives that are often 
patently false.

Returning from our trips to Palestine and Israel, I often 
encounter that reality. I share what I saw with my own eyes and 
am told, “That can’t be true.” People don’t want to be confused 
by the facts when their minds are made up!

How true is that in our spiritual lives—as individuals and 
as communities of faith? How might we have ears to hear and 
eyes to see what God wants us to know?

SONG: Open My Eyes, That I May See
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, open my eyes, that I may 

see; open my ears, that I may hear; open my mind, that I may 
know; open my heart, that I may love.

—Max Carter


