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 “I don’t want to just be a priest, 
I want to practice the liturgy.” 
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Jan – “Do you realize that last night we were just wandering around in the dark in the wilderness in Samaria ?” 

jane – “I just love it here!” 

Doris – “Me too, and I haven’t even been out of my room!” 

Our breakfast was freshly made hand delivered pita breads - one with cheese and the other with za’atar and olive oil seasoning. We made our own tea and instant coffee. 
FYI – http://fairtrade.palestine.net - Za’atar is made from thyme, the much appreciated and locally loved plant is found throughout the hills of Palestine . Za'atar represents the daily Palestinian breakfast – served with freshly baked bread and olive oil it is the vegemite of Palestine . Canaan's Za'atar is cultivated by Canaan 's olive growers and prepared by women-owned cooperatives with roasted organic local sesame seeds and sumac, a favorite Palestinian spice. Za'atar is a versatile blend of natural spice that can be used on meats, vegetables and breads.  
Jane D. gave the devotion for our group of six this morning with a scripture from Luke 9:28-36 – “Now it came to pass, about eight days after these sayings, that He took Peter, John and James and went up on the mountain to pray. As He prayed, the appearance of His face was altered, and His robe became white and glistening. And behold, two men talked with Him, who were Moses and Elijah, who appeared in glory and spoke of His decease which He was about to accomplish at Jerusalem. 

“But Peter and those with Him were heavy with sleep; and when they were fully awake, they saw His glory and the two men who stood with Him. Then it happened, as they were parting from Him, that Peter said to Jesus, ‘Master, it is good for us to be here; and let us make three tabernacles; one for You, one for Moses and one for Elijah’ not knowing what he said. 
“While he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; and they were fearful as they entered the cloud. And a voice came out of the cloud, saying ‘This is My beloved Son. Hear Him!’ When the voice had ceased, Jesus was found alone. But they kept quiet and told no one in those days any of the things they had seen.” 

Jane D. – “Sir Edmund Hillary scaled Everest in 1953 with his Sherpa Tenzing Norgay. They climbed without all the conveniences as they have today. Hillary told of the glory of the sun on the snow covered mountains and spent the rest of his life attempting to raise money to start schools, build bridges and hospitals and constructing a fresh water pipeline to that remote area. He poured his life and his fame into the lives of the people of the world. Once God’s glory touches us it is beyond the glory of the world.” 

“Dear Lord, Let us use our glory to enlighten minds for education and souls for you. God of glory help us use our opportunities, gifts and graces to serve others. Amen.” 

The Palestinian Agricultural Relief Committee was established in the late 1970s by a group of agronomists, agricultural engineers, pioneer farmers and vet doctors who were convinced that forming specialized agricultural voluntary groups would serve the farmers, Palestinian agricultural sector and the national goal of protecting the land. There is an actual college here where students can work on earning their Masters degree and this morning the students from Belgium were leaving to go back home. 

The view of the surrounding landscape was beautiful as we walked back into the village to join the rest of the group at the church. There were groves of olive trees terraced to the tops of the hills behind us and we could see a stone quarry high on the hill on the other side of the valley. We smiled and waved at those we passed by and at those who drove past us, and received smiles and waves in return. . . . . . . . . . Have they forgotten they are Palestinians living in the West Bank ? Aren’t they supposed to be angry terrorists that strike fear into the hearts of foreigners? So far all the people we’ve met have struck nothing but love and acceptance in our hearts. 

Abuna Firas – “The Bishop sent me to Zababdeh and then forgot about me. Bishops have short memories! 

“I started an olive wood business to help people earn a living. I bought two machines and took the goods to Jerusalem to sell in the shops. Then I started a sewing program. The U.S. sends material to Israel and the Israelis bring it to us because we can make the jean jackets and t-shirts for less than they would. When we ship the finished products back to them they put the ‘Made in Israel ’ labels in them and sell them that way. No one knows about the Palestinians working. {Aside: The Paletinians are doing piece work at a tiny fraction of the Israeli labor cost . It is another form of sweatshop industry, but this is one of the only ways Palestinians can get employment.} 

 “I met Father Elias Chacour in Ibillin, and i spent one year work with him and he finally made me get noticed by the bishop so that I could get ordained. I also worked with Fr. Chacour as a beggar – we were fund raising. I was eventually ordained in 2002. Fifteen priests along with the Bishop came to Zababdeh for the ordination and a party. When they started to leave a tank had blocked the road. I showed my card to the soldier and he agreed that I could pass but he could not move the tank. He said he would raise the turret and if the car could pass under it we could go through. Thank God our car fit underneath. {Now Fr. Chacour is the "Archbishop of Haifa, Akko, Nazareth and all Galilee" and is also in charge of the church in Zababdeh which is the only church in his diocese that is in the West Bank and not inside Israel.} 

“I love being a priest but I am different. I want to live and practice the liturgy. I open my hands to the poor people and the needy underprivileged children in the schools. We have established a program to get the children ‘adopted’ to fund their educations. This year we will have the first one attending university! It has been 7 years! This is important because the free public education is not sufficienent . “I want to create work for my people. In 2001-2002 the Israelis surrounded our villages and we had no work, no food. Thankfully Zababdeh is a farming village, but the Israelis did not allow any of our olive oil out for sale. I started a project to buy olive oil from the farmers. We make soap out of the olive oil and send it to the U.S. The first box I shipped had 20 soaps in it and it took 6 months to arrive, but it arrived soaking wet. After that I discovered a Palestinian company that could ship to the U.S. – Ohio and California . 

“I was shocked when our church received a donation of 13 sewing machines giving work to that many ladies in the church. It’s good to have a not-hungry neighbor! When you kill a man’s hope he will kill himself and kill others with him. 

“My dream as a priest is not to sit here, ring a bell and Kyrie Eleison. I want to sing Kyrie Eleison outside of the church! The Israeli soldier has something in common with the U.S. and the British soldiers because underneath the uniform is a human being. I always tell them, ‘Hi!’ I am a proud Palestinian. I lift up my robe and shirt to show them that I am hiding nothing there and say, ‘I have no bombs!’ I’m using my priesthood to help people and open their eyes. 
“Father Chacour has 40 priests under him in Haifa . He asked that one go to Zababdeh. At first he told the 80-year-old priest to go but that priest said no, that he needed medicine that wouldn’t be available outside of Israel . 

“On Sundays I drive the elderly who cannot drive to and from the church. They also call me to take their children to the doctor. Sometimes I have to pay for the doctor visit and take them back home again. 
“We want to invite you here to make your hands dirty, to know that this Palestinian Arab priest has no bombs and to know a beautiful thing. My grandfather was at the Pentecost. My grandfathers believed in Jesus Christ. I was not born a Christian. We were born babies and all of us are children of God. I know that I have an invitation for all to live as brothers and for all of us not to accept this language of hate.” 

The St. George Melkite Catholic Church is a small rectangular room situated at one end of a larger rectangular building. Abuna Firas, his wife Doris and four boys live in a two-bedroom portion of the building sandwiched in between two more rooms that had recently been added on. This new addition is the future kindergarten in Zababdeh. Workmen were laying the ceramic flooring and tiled bathroom walls while we were there. 
Abuna Firas expressed the desire to pour another concrete floor outside and have it tiled with "ceramique" (the Arabic word for paving tiles) to serve as the outside playground for the school. He figured that it would take about 4500 shekels ($1300) plus whatever loads of sand and cement to complete the project. Our team had come with money for a project and with the addition of $300 from my church we were able to pay for most of the project. So Abuna and I went shopping for ceramique while the rest of the team stayed behind and began pulling weeds and locating long lost trees and shrubs in the front yard of the church/home/kindergarten. 

Abuna Firas – “Zababdeh has one doctor for 4500 people and the clinic which is located by the Anglican Church is open from 7:30 a.m. until 2 p.m. If you happen to be sick after 2 p.m. we have a doctor you can go to because he works the first part of his day at the hospital in Jenin. This doctor will see patients until 9 p.m. 

“Step by step we are making improvements at the church. When we got there the church was abandoned and closed for nearly 20 years and was being used by local parents to scare their children into obedience. There were hundreds of rats and I saw one snake hanging in the doorframe. The furniture that was here had been eaten by rats and the wooden windows were destroyed. “The quarry above Zababdeh produces large stones that are used mainly for building houses. The stone is sold to Israel , Dubai , the Gulf and Saudi Arabia . Zababdeh is famous for the white stone which is like the travertine that comes from Italy . There are people from Hebron who rent the land to quarry the stone and resell it to the Palestinians.” 

As Abuna Firas drove his little white station wagon 90 mph on the narrow two-lane road I pretended to be unnerved and really I wasn’t scared because some of the roads at home are just as bad. I just don’t go as fast on them as I used to. Maybe he too will one day outgrow his need for speed. We were on our way to Tubas. 

Abuna Firas – “Do you remember in the Old Testament – maybe in Kings – that the Israeli King surrounded the people of Tubas and tried to kill them? A woman threw a stone at the king inflicting a mortal wound. He asked his soldiers to finish him off so that he wouldn’t be known as the king who was killed by a woman.” 
FYI per Wikipedia - The city's name Tubas derives from the Canaanite word Tuba Syoys or "illuminating star” and has been identified as the Canaanite town of "Thebez" mentioned in the Bible. Thebez was ruled by the Israelite King Abimelech of Shechem. When the people of Shechem (at that time a Canaanite city) revolted against him, Thebez joined the revolt. A Biblical story relates that Abimelech attempted to destroy Thebez in response to its participation in the revolt and when he and his army attacked a tower in the town, a woman hurled a millstone at Abimelech, killing him. 
Archaeological remains such as cemeteries and olive presses indicate that Tubas was inhabited during the Roman era of rule in Palestine. Jerome mentioned Thebez being 13 Roman miles east of Neapolis ( Nablus ). Besides the Biblical story, nothing has been known about Thebez before or after the revolt. 

Today Tubas is a small Palestinian city in the northeastern West Bank with a population of over 16,000 and serves as the economic and administrative center of the Tubas Governorate. The modern town was founded in the late 1800s—during the Ottoman rule of Palestine—by Arab clans living in the Jordan Valley region and became major town in the District of Nablus, particularly known for its timber and cheese-making. It came under the British Mandate of Palestine in 1917, annexed by Jordan after their capture of the town in the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, and then occupied by Israel in the 1967 Six-Day War. The Palestinian National Authority has had complete control of Tubas since it was transferred to them in 1995. 

Abuna Firas – “There is only one Christian church there – a Greek Orthodox (Palestinian congregation). My father taught school in Tubas for 30 years, but he is now retired. The Palestinian Authority – the police, control this area. That is why Jenin and Zababdeh are so safe. There is no violence. 
“I don’t want to remember when the Israelis controlled the Northern West Bank with all their tanks and soldiers. They came to the church at 3 a.m. and woke up the family. There were previously illegal Israeli settlements in Zababdeh and Jenin but there was an agreement that they would be removed by 2002. 
“Now we are living in peace. There has been an end to the violence. There are some misunderstandings and some conflicts but no violence here since 2005. There is no more killing women and children in the streets. For 5 years I could not go in my other villages and towns because they were separated by tanks and guns.” 

We stopped by a spring that Abuna said was mentioned in the New Testament where John the Baptist and Jesus were supposed to have performed baptisms. 

Abuna – “Albiden Spring is important. It is controlled by Palestine . The Israelis have taken control of water of the Sea and Rivers, but not here. This is one of the springheads for the Jordan River. [The headwaters (or source) are on Mt Hermon in the Golan Heights.] The Palestinians have built a park and a swimming pool here. 
“There are about 80 Muslim villages around Jenin. Al Haddad built a large expensive swimming park in Jenin City but it is not for the Palestinians to use. It was built as an investment for the Arab Israelis to use and for tourists. The builder is one of my parishioners but we cannot afford to go to that park so we come to the one in Albiden Valley . It costs about 150 shekels – about $40 for my family to come here for the day to picnic and swim. 

“There is a one meter square cave under Zababdeh where the Bobareyeh (Barbarians) had a prison. I want to find that part of the cave that is on my land and make it like a museum to show visitors what it was like in the 1st century in Zababdeh.” 

There are a lot of cats, but they are referred to as ‘trash cats’ because that’s where they get their food – from the dumpsters. All of the little kitties have filthy dirty noses from foraging. We haven’t seen many dogs and have only spotted one female Duke’s mixture dog in Zababdeh. Culturally speaking, animals are for work, not for pleasure. People don't keep pets. 

As we drove there was what looked like a driver’s license check ahead in the road, but the Palestinian Authority police waved us through. We passed a vegetable truck that was loaded with heads of cabbage that looked to be about 2 feet in diameter. 

Abuna - “We have lots of trees and places where there are so many are forests.” 

Later as we worked out in the front yard of the church we heard, then saw the Israeli fighter jets streak across the sky above Zababdeh several times that day. We dug out weeds and discovered small trees camouflaged within then marked them with rings of stones. The yard was really looking good. 

Doris prepared a lunch for us that we ate out in the front yard as we sat on the large white rocks that had been quarried from above Zababdeh. They were very visible and attractive now that the weeds were gone. We found a lot of pottery sherds and pot handles as we dug and some pretty rocks. This is my kind of work! 

At the conclusion of our work day the Hostel Six walked ‘home’ in the daylight this time and it wasn’t so hard to find. The Village Five retired to their rooms at the home of Abuna’s parents. 

I don’t know what the 5 in the village had to eat but our supper that night was pita bread, sliced tomatoes, sliced cucumbers, sliced green peppers, hummus, sliced yellow cheese, lebany (a cheese that looks like cream cheese only has a more salty flavor), and two thin, round wafers of fried scrambled egg with parsley. There was a bottle of water on the table and some carbonated soft drink. 

We ate then retired to our rooms because we were tired, dirty and cold. Now that the sun had gone down the rooms in the hostel were a little chilly, especially the dining room.
