
Elizabeth Todd

While living and working in Ramallah, a Palestinian community just 
outside Jerusalem, I’m learning a lot about being a Friend of Jesus. I 
treasure the chance to serve here in practical ways and that I am sent 
by Northwest Yearly Meeting, Friends who have mentored, sustained, 
and inspired me (http://nwfriends.org/ministries/global-ministries/). 
This assignment has been like no other; I depend on the real presence 
of Christ, treasure the active involvement of Friends, and appreciate 
the company of DSA (Dog Serving Abroad) Mister, a five-year-old Porkie 
(Pug-Yorkie mix).
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Sunday
October 9 Hearing

BIBLE READING: John 14:25-27

I live near a Friends school playground in the Middle East. 
With about 300 kids at recess, it sounds—energetic. Drivers in 
town add a cacophony of honking horns. At night there may be 
celebratory fireworks or intermittent gunfire (I stopped trying 
to distinguish one from the other). Five times a day the mosque 
broadcasts the call to prayer. And bells in Old Ramallah’s his-
toric Christian churches ring jubilantly before each mass. I was 
raised to love a peaceful neighborhood. This isn’t that.

Even more challenging is internal noise, a kind of mental 
static that makes it difficult to think deeply. For weeks I have 
wanted to write this devotion from a place of inner and outer 
calm. In the end, I offer what I have from the place where I am. 
I ask for help.

Spirit of God, help me to listen thankfully: The screams 
I hear this morning are of children at play. The call to prayer 
is just that, a call to prayer; I need to pray. Even in a place of 
military occupation and resistance, I hear young men laughing 
together on their way to a café, classes, or work. With God’s 
help my resentment of noise shifts toward thankfulness.

Spirit of God, help me to listen personally: Listening to 
people, I begin to hear the condition of their hearts—hopes and 
fears, loves and hates. With much in common, we still think 
differently on vital questions. But listening in the Divine Pres-
ence, I neither “go native” nor withdraw. I grow in love for my 
neighbors.

SONG: Teach Me to Stop and Listen
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Tune our ears, Spirit of God, to 

better hear you and people you love.

—Elizabeth Todd
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Monday
October 10 Seeing

BIBLE READING: John 14:8-11

It took me weeks to really see the mile-long main street of 
Ramallah that I navigated twice a day. At first, all sight was pri-
oritized to survival, alert to the interweaving maze of cars and 
pedestrians flowing along the path of least resistance around 
litter and road hazards.

One day, while weaving around fruit, vegetable, and 
bread carts, in quick glances, I began to see contents of the tiny 
shops: heavy gold jewelry, scarves, cell phones…. I knew that 
each shop represented the wealth of a family and saw deep 
disparities.

Eventually the faces of people came into focus: kids 
in school uniforms; groups of young men, restless or bored; 
preoccupied mothers; and tired fathers heading home with 
groceries. In faces I could see the full range of emotion, age, 
and well-being.

Most Western Christians visiting Israel never see these 
people. We’re on the other side of the wall of hostility. But God 
sees and God knows the faces, names, and even hairs on each 
head. God invited me to be part of this community, so now I am 
often recognized with a friendly nod and smile.

Were I transfixed by traffic, incensed by litter, and disap-
pointed by small stores, I wouldn’t be able to see more deeply. 
For “be careful little eyes what you see” means looking with 
God at systems and choices that devastate people. We struggle 
to see rightly. But I can’t blind myself to what blights the lives 
of people. I say yes to the call to love God and to love all my 
neighbors. I understand better why Jesus, when he walked 
among us, wept.

SONG: Open My Eyes, That I May See
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, help us to see.

—Elizabeth Todd
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BIBLE READING: John 16:20-22

Living in a community under military occupation, tension 
feels tangible. Sometimes it comes like a wave: shouting starts, 
stores suddenly close, and people go home. When a teenager 
has been killed by the military, the community goes into col-
lective mourning. More often, the tension is understated. I see 
it etched just below the surface in the face of a man who tries 
to affect a false cheer. Occupation-related tension undermines 
community and family life; it impoverishes education and ex-
hausts people.

Tension sensors are located in the muscles and allow 
the brain to monitor and respond to tension. However, tension 
signals can be overwhelmed or become overly accustomed to 
protracted conflict. Whether or not we are mindful of tension, 
our bodies respond. Do you know how you cope? Years ago 
during one afternoon of great distress, I found myself holding 
my breath and only realized it the third time my dog, Mister, 
jumped on my lap and licked me. Each time, I’d take a deep 
breath and exhale. Finally, I became aware of the pattern and 
how much better it felt to breathe. The severity of that time 
lifted. I was a free person, a citizen in a healthy community 
with a strong support system. Not everyone has that; not here.

People here often choose to use nicotine, a chemical 
answer to tension. In a traumatized community without much 
mental health care, resources are limited. But there is one, even 
Christ Jesus, who can speak to their condition and to ours. And 
our Present Teacher helps us learn how to best embody expres-
sions of the love he offers people in trouble.

SONG: Hold Me, Jesus (Rich Mullins); In His Time.
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Great God, strengthen us so we 

embody your love.

—Elizabeth Todd

Tuesday
October 11 Sensing Tension
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BIBLE READING: John 15:1-4

Living in the Middle East I am urged to stay “balanced.” Perhaps 
you’ve heard similar advice. Some offer it as a call to health—
emotional, spiritual, physical, social, and professional. Others, 
urging balance, hope we remain calm, even detached, while 
witnessing a lopsided conflict: don’t take sides, be balanced. 
Still other advocates of balance want us to successfully navi-
gate competing identities; we adapt to the (American or Middle 
Eastern) culture around us, but don’t “go native.”

Biologically, we’re referring to equilibrioception, the 
sense that allows us to keep our balance and sense acceleration, 
directional changes, and gravity. One reason I take seriously the 
advice to “balance” is that I’ve seen a person who literally lost 
their sense of balance. Walking without support was impossible 
and even riding in a car was difficult. Independence ended, for 
the danger of injury was too great.

And this I think is the key to the call to balance. We don’t 
get it because we want it or because we’re advised to get it. If we 
lose it, we may not be the first to notice. Nor, by noticing, can 
we rebalance by strength of will. With a metaphorical inner ear 
problem and the habits of independence, we’re in danger.

What we need is actual support. We need the real presence 
of Christ to lead us, to shine Light, and speak to our condition. 
We need the community of faith, our mentors, families, teams, 
and Friends. We need people to show up, to walk beside us.

This is a great blessing and one that I have received. Lean-
ing on the arm of a Friend, we walk without falling until our 
Healer restores our balance and our stride.

SONG: God of Grace and God of Glory; The Servant Song
PRAYER SUGGESTION: God, teach us the practical art of 

love for our fallible, fellow disciples.

—Elizabeth Todd

Balancing
Wednesday
October 12
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BIBLE READING: John 15:9-12

During the past three years in the Middle East, I have been 
threatened with bodily harm twice—both times by earnest Ara-
bic teachers. I wasn’t afraid. I knew they were merely frustrated 
by my slow progress, and I pitied my teachers for relentless 
effort in the face of disappointment. But I have learned some 
Arabic and much more.

Palestinians realize how little control they have over 
their lives and hesitate to give false expressions of confidence. 
In sha’ Allah, or God willing, is used when speaking of sched-
uled events, social invitations, or even medical appointments. 
As I leave, I turn to my colleague and say, “See you tomorrow,” 
and she replies “In sha’ Allah.” She doesn’t take work the next 
day for granted and doesn’t make promises she can’t keep. In 
this, she follows biblical advice in James 4:13-17 that describes 
my approach as arrogant boasting about tomorrow. I’m rewrit-
ing my script, but change takes time.

There was an item I wanted for ongoing outreach to the 
community, and I didn’t get it. I had felt God’s promise for 
it, but God had not said when. My time line failed. Twice. I 
have waited with waves of agitation for two years. People had 
warned me that everything would take more time here. Arabic 
expressions routinely invite me to live gently in this disordered 
world: Shway-shway, go slowly, relax; Istana sway, wait a bit; 
MaSalama, go in peace; Allah Maik, God be with you.

Living gently: it is one of the lessons I learn from my Pal-
estinian neighbors. Among them God continues to teach me to 
abide through disappointment and challenge.

SONG: In His Time; Dig a Little Deeper
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Present Teacher, illuminate our 

understanding and help us grow in grace.
—Elizabeth Todd

Learning
Thursday
October 13
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BIBLE READING: John 15:12-17

We need communion with God and one another; that convic-
tion is much deeper in me than when I arrived in the Middle 
East. As a convinced Friend, I like communion, designating 
time to be still and listen to the voice of our Good Shepherd. 
I also have communion outside church. Sometimes I feel illu-
mined with God-given insight while active, in conversation, or 
doing a simple, life-affirming task like gardening or giving my 
dog a bath.

I feel the presence of God keenly while sitting with 
people of other Christian traditions, brothers and sisters in 
Christ. Ramallah is one of the historically Christian towns near  
Jerusalem with a number of Christian communities: Orthodox, 
Melchite, Armenian, Roman Catholic, Episcopal, Lutheran. 
Now, combined, they represent just 1.5 percent of the popula-
tion. I visit as many as I can: the Saturday of the Light parade, 
a first communion, an Armenian genocide memorial. At the 
funeral for a man from a nearby village, I saw that the “facing 
bench,” held leaders from all the Christian churches in town, 
each contributing to the service. It was communion.

If provincialism, principle-ism, or self-righteousness 
separate us, we miss the chance to be in communion with our 
brothers and sisters in Christ. After time in the Middle East, 
that seems an unbearable extravagance. I hardly know what to 
say when I hear from home of divisions. So I carry on here, 
loving and praying, celebrating, visiting, encouraging, and sis-
tering Christians from every tradition. I’m having communion.

SONG: Brethren, We Have Met to Worship; Holy Spirit, 
Come with Power 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Jesus, teach us what it means to 
abide in you and with one another.

—Elizabeth Todd

Communing
Friday
October 14
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BIBLE READING: John 14:15-18

Before flying across the ocean, an airline attendant teaches us 
how to put on a flotation device in case of a water landing. I 
remember the “Miracle on the Hudson,” so named because a 
plane went into the water and people lived. It is clear to me, 
sitting in a seat 30,000 feet in the air, that life jackets won’t save 
us in a crash. I don’t assume a safe arrival, I appreciate prayer, 
and I am thankful when we arrive alive.

I appreciate the human diligence of daily, non-glamorous 
work necessary for planes to be built, maintained and correctly 
routed, people fed, and luggage delivered on time.

Then there are the mercies reserved for us travelers.

• A stranger lifts a heavy carry-on for a struggling passenger.

• A seat-mate puts a mother with a wailing baby at ease.

• People on long flights who don’t recline their seats into 
the lap of those behind.

• The man who puts the toilet seat down before leaving the 
lavatory.

• Ones who stand aside so people in danger of missing a 
flight can go first.

I don’t want to take such acts for granted, any more than 
arriving alive. For people invited to be centered in Christ (even 
while stiff, claustrophobic, vulnerable, and tired), flying is 
truly a gift. It reminds us that we always live on borrowed time 
and in the company of fellow travelers. It invites us to give and 
receive traveling mercies and to be thankful.

SONG: The Summons; Breathe on Me, Breath of God
PRAYER SUGGESTION: Good Shepherd, let mercy lead 

as we travel long distances or short.

—Elizabeth Todd 

Traveling
Saturday
October 15


