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Palestine
ÒI am with you now and I am waiting for you.Ó

From the poem, ÒPassover RememberedÓ by Alla Bozarth-Campbell
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The six Jerusalem/West Bank YAGMs looking out onto the hills of Petra, Jordan in 
early February. We felt prey blessed to have such an opportunity and enjoyed our 
hike thoroughly. L-r: Laurin-Whitney, Me, Michelle, Alma, Sara, Megan.

Perspectives and Multiple Narratives

I recently came upon a quote that was 
mentioned on one of my former history 
professor’s blog. It struck a chord with me 
both as a historian and, currently, as a 
missionary:

Historians are not the guardians of 
universal values, nor can they deliver "the 

verdict of history"; they must strive to 
understand each age in its own terms, to 

take on its own values and priorities, 
instead of imposing ours.  All the resources 

of scholarship and all the historian's 
powers of imagination must be harnessed 

to the task of bringing the past back to 
life--or resurrecting it....

--John Tosh, The Pursuit of History

It seems even more poignant to me now, as 
I sit at the Beit Sahour School following a 
lecture and discussion I led for the 11th 
grade on the topics of ELCA theology on 
Creation and the relationship of Science 
and Christianity. As I've grown up, I have 
realized how our professors and teachers, 
and really anyone we encounter, can bring 
us a truth. Yet, that truth may not be the 
end-all-be-all perfect explanation of life. I 
gave a lecture to these very bright eleventh 
graders (in their second language, and they 
still engaged in dialogue! Can I just say I 
love this 11th grade class?!) and I had a 
great time, but I definitely felt that I, while 
bringing another perspective to the table,

(Continued on page 2)

http://www.amazon.com/Pursuit-History-5th-John-Tosh/dp/0582894123/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1328761123&sr=8-1
http://www.amazon.com/Pursuit-History-5th-John-Tosh/dp/0582894123/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1328761123&sr=8-1
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A  N O T E  T O  RE A D E R S

Dear Friends and Family,

The past week has stirred in me a hope that the 
Spring season many actually be upon us here in 
the Middle East. Believe it or not, it has been 
cold and rainy here for longer than I can 
imagine. Many of us have reminisced about “the 
good ol’ days” when it was warm and we needed 
to use fans non-stop to keep from drowning in 
our own sweat. For now, though, we’ve broken 
out our rain gear (or, for me, adapted to getting 
soaked as a fact of life) and learned to ford this 
river. This past week, one of our volunteers 
awoke after a particularly long and intense rain 
storm to find her floor covered in water, flooded 
from an overflowing well.

This abundance of rain, although at times a bit 
more than annoying, is a huge blessing. Soon the 
summer months will be upon us and, with that, 
a lack of water until next winter. Water is a 
precious commodity, something I failed to realize 
back in the States. Access to water, and clean 
water at that, is necessary for societies to 
flourish. 

Unfortunately, water is not as easy to access in 
the West Bank. Water sources are limited or 
controlled by the Israeli government. While there 
are fountains and lush green lawns in the State 
of Israel (there’s even a fountain in Ben Gurion 
Airport in Tel Aviv...great use of resources, 
right?), Palestinians in the West Bank (and 
Gaza) rely mostly on rain water, or pay for water 
from the State of Israel. In the States we talk 
about reliance on foreign oil-- imagine if most of 
our water was imported.

It makes me think back to Abraham Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs that I learned in high school 
and how one of our basic physiological needs is 
water, something that seems so easy to attain. I 
don’t have a perfect solution to the problem of 
lacking access to water around the world, but 
living in the midst of a deluge of rain and 
hearing people claim it as a blessing has made 
me realize the complexity of the situation over 
here and one thing that I take for granted back in 
the States. Let us be thankful for all the blessings 
we have and continually work to make sure our 
sisters and brothers have those blessings.

In Chirst,

Courtney A. Weller

1. Browse the books requested by ELCJHL 
teachers (see link).

2.  Pick books and add them to your shopping cart.

3. Ship books to: ELCJHL Libraries Project, 
Wartburg Theological Seminary 
333 Wartburg Place, Dubuque, IA 52003

http://astore.amazon.com/e0a08-20/about

ELCJHL School 
Libraries Project
All of the ELCJHL’s schools benefit from 
having an English library section on their 
campus.            Every few months I get to 
help ! ! with the book delivery 
and! ! organization for the 
!               ELCJHL’s Libraries Project.            
! !   These books help to build 
the ! ! libraries of the schools so 
! !  that the students can better 
! !       foster the development 
of their English language skills. You or your 
congregation can donate books in three easy 
steps:

This means you can donate books to 
Palestinian children without having to worry 
about getting the package ready and paying 
for shipping costs (at least, the shipping from 
Amazon is much cheaper when going to Iowa 
and not Palestine)! Talk to your family or 
congregation today about getting involved 
and then visit the website below.

was not being accepted as the "guardian of 
universal values"...and I was so proud!

In a class during my first year of college we talked about wisdom, and how 
the true mark of wisdom is surrendering your grip on the universal truth and 
considering that what another person is telling you may be correct. At the 
same time, though, that wisdom requires not just believing everything 
anyone else tells you. Wisdom is wrestling with the truth.

So, looking back at that quote I realize how much it applies to life for me 
here in the Middle East. You could replace "historian" with "missionary 
living in accompaniment". Regardless of where you are, as a missionary you 
do not "bring Jesus" (or, heaven forbid, "the right way to live") to anyone. 
God exists just fine without any of my help (and, in all honesty, despite it). 
However, what I have been able to do this year is consider another 
perspective on God, another way in which people experience the Divine.

Seriously, how great is that?!

Part of accompaniment that makes relationships so much work (both during 
this year, and my life back in the States) is that you have to wrestle with the 
truth. I can't assume unquestioningly that my community is correct about 
everything, but I also can't ignore what they have to say because I'm "right". 
[As an aside, because I know the "Truth" gets to be tricky when we talk 
about religion, I'm not talking about pluralism. Rather, I'm talking about 
humility in knowing that we don't know it all.]

This year I've been challenged to take life in the Middle East on its own 
terms. I can't come in with my American perspective, my paradigmatic lens, 
and judge my community based on my imposed values (this, of course, 

“Perspectives and Multiple 
Narratives”

(Continued from page 1)

(Continued on page 3)
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You may have noticed the the Q&A corner is missing in this newsletter. Rest assured it will be back in May, with one of the questions being a feature article.  If you would like to 
ask a question, email Courtney at cty.weller@gmail.com or post a comment on the ÒQuestionsÓ post on her blog. Let your voice be heard!

When weather permits, some of the older students have used their 
break time (“forsa” in Arabic) to practice their gymnastics. Later in 
the Spring there will be a Sports Festival where students from all the 
Lutheran Schools demonstrate their skills. In this picture, students 
from all grades watch as the best of the best do somersaults and 
!ips off of the trampoline onto mats.

Support a YAGM
Each year, the Global Mission desk of the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in America sends 
out around 50 young adults to eight different 
locations around the world: Jerusalem/West 
Bank, the United Kingdom, Argentina and 
Uruguay, Mexico, Southern Africa, Malaysia, 
Eastern Europe and Madagascar. My sisters and 
brothers abroad this year help out in schools, 
teach English, work in community centers and 
homeless shelters, and accompany others in the 
love of Christ. Not only do YAGMs give their 
blessings to others, but we gain much more 
than we can ever give. In doing our work, 
worshipping in our communities, and just 
living alongside our hosts, we are able to bring 
back a new perspective of life outside of our 
American ÒbubbleÓ. The stories we bring back 
to our communities are the most valuable asset 
that we can ever have.

If you would like to support Young Adults in 
Global Mission, either on the whole or for an 
individual missionary, you can send a tax 
deductible donation to:

ELCA Global Mission
8765 W. Higgins Road
Chicago, Illinois 60631

Please make checks payable to ÒELCA Global 
MissionÓ and write ÒYAGMÓ in the memo line. 
If you would like to support a speciÞc 
missionary or mission site, please also include 
that in the memo line.

 is not to say that there aren't values 
that are shared by my community 
here and my community back home).

I will not lie and say that there aren't days when I wonder, "Why can't 
[x] be like it is in America?" but I quickly realize how silly I sound. 
It's ok for me to miss things back home, but I wouldn't want my 
community here in Palestine and Israel to change to be the same. They 
hold too many values, priorities, and truths from which we can and 
must learn.

“Perspectives and Multiple 
Narratives”

(Continued from page 2)

We saw a bicyclist at the Qalandiya checkpoint, outside 
of Ramallah, waiting to go through to Jerusalem. Waiting 
at checkpoints can take hours whether you are driving or 
walking through. International volunteers spend time at 
checkpoints trying to make sure those who are allowed 
(with permit obtained via the State of Israel) to go 
through are allowed. I will address checkpoints in more 
detail in a future newsleer.

mailto:cty.weller@gmail.com
mailto:cty.weller@gmail.com
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 In mid-December of this past year I 
was able to worship at the 
Evangelical Lutheran Church in Beit 
Sahour, the church that sits on the 
campus of the school I volunteer 
with. Although most of the service is 
in Arabic, there were times when I 
was able to pick out words here and 
there; as usual, the pastor was helpful 
in translating certain parts (we do 
have a transliteration and translation 
of the liturgy as well) and in giving 
the 

readings. The guest preacher that day, 
however, gave his sermon on a 
different text than those prescribed 
for the day, and decided to speak on 
the New English Translation of the 
beginning of Isaiah 40 (v. 1-4) :

Sitting in the pew, in a church of 
Palestinian friends who are more than 
hospitable, I was on the verge of 
tears. The Þrst two verses hit me 
solidly in the heart, perhaps now 
more than ever because of some of the 
political talk I've been hearing from 
back in the States regarding the 
Palestinian people. From what I 
learned, the preacher spoke about the 
Þrst line and who exactly "my people" 
are. When Isaiah 40 was written it 
was addressed to Jerusalem, a speciÞc 

group, but today many of us would 
agree God commands us ("Comfort", 
in the Hebrew, is in the imperative 
form, therefore a command) to 
comfort all people, as we are all God's 
children (for reference, see the gospel 
of Jesus). We can read Isaiah 40 as a 
reminder that God wants us to 
comfort ALL PEOPLE.

Isaiah 40 also struck me at the lines 
that proclaim that Jerusalem's "time of 
warfare is over, that her punishment 

is completed." I haven't made much 
mention of it in prior posts, but living 
here is tough. No, I'm not scared for 
my safety; instead, it's tough because 
there is a division in the mentality of 
some here (and around the world) 
that says that there are some people 
who are "God's people" and some 
who are not. Right now, the time of 
warfare and punishment are not over, 
at least, you wouldn't think it was if 
you travelled through the West Bank/
Palestine. There are military 
checkpoints not only between the 
West Bank and the State of Israel, but 
throughout the West Bank between 
towns and villages. [At the beginning 
of January my usual bus transport 
ceased making certain usual stops 
along its route because the buses are 
not allowed to pick up or drop off 
people in certain parts of the 
immediate Bethlehem area because 
they are in different "areas". Area A: 
Controlled and Administered by the 
Palestinian Authority. Area B: 
Controlled by the State of Israel, 
Administered by the PA. Area C: 
Controlled and Administered by the 
State of Israel.] A few months back, 
Newt Gingrich claimed that 
Palestinians are terrorists. Have there 

been Palestinians who did acts of 
terrorism? Yes (as there are 
Americans, Israelis, Brits, Australians, 
Russians, Brazilians...every 
nationality). Should we ever 
stereotype one group based on the 
actions of a few? No. Yet, in media 
and in action, the punishment of all 
on the basis of the actions made by a 
few that are in no way connected to a 
majority of the whole continues.

It's difÞcult to think otherwise when 
women and men, young and old, 
from the West Bank who are trying to 
seek medical care in East Jerusalem 
are denied thoroughfare at a 
checkpoint. Essentially, denied their 
ability to either get healthier or 
lengthen their remaining days.

It's difÞcult to think otherwise when 
you see young men and women 
holding high-powered weapons and 
making cars completely unload and 
get searched (or breeze right through) 
on the basis of ethnicity 
and!visual!religious afÞliation.

It's difÞcult when you hear of 
politicians back home using the 
situation over here for their political 
gain, not caring about the people 
behind their pandering. It was the 
domino effect,!as one after another of 
the politicians in the States tried to 
out-do the next in how much they 
disliked the Palestinians. How sad.

 Ya haram.!("Oh, the shame.")

So then, how do we comfort people, 
God's command, in light of the fact

Comfort, comfort my people

Y O U N G  A D U L T S  I N  G L O B A L  M I S S I O N

(Continued on page 5)

"Comfort, comfort my people,"
says your God. "Speak kindly to 
Jerusalem, and tell her that her time of 
warfare is over, that her punishment is 
completed. For the Lord has made her 
pay double for all her sins." A voice 
cries out, "In the wilderness clear a 
way for the Lord; construct in the 
desert a road for our God. Every 
valley must be elevated, and every 
mountain and hill leveled. The rough 
terrain will become a level plain, the 
rugged landscape a wide valley."



Y O U N G  A D U L T S  I N  G L O B A L  M I S S I O N

Salaam Alaikum! 5

that the punishment and warfare is 
not over? My computer deÞnes 
"comfort" as being "a state of physical 
ease and freedom from pain or 
constraint", which may seem pretty 
radical if you apply it to the 
Palestinians (freedom from the 
constraint of prejudice, freedom from 
the literal constraints they face as 
often being treated as second-class 
humans, freedom from being used as 
pawns of another countryÕs election 
politics). There is a second deÞnition, 
too: "consolation for grief or anxiety". 
We can take this as both providing 
care for after someone has been 
grieved, or as taking the steps and 
being proactive in preventing such 
grief and anxiety.

For me, this means speaking out: 
with stories, with experiences, with 
the images of real people. Quite often 
this is difÞcult for me; I don't like 
conßict and I don't like the fact that 
because I speak for the holding up of 
a section of God's children, the 
Palestinians, that there are some who 
may get angry. Now, please don't 
misunderstand me: being pro-
Palestinian does not mean you are 
anti-Israeli.!I consider myself both 
pro-Palestinian and pro-Israeli. I am 
pro-people loving.

In my experience, the Palestinians are 
in need of more comforting at this 
time in order to get them to the same 
"state of physical ease and freedom 

from pain or constraint" that many 
Israelis already feel. A Seminary 
professor once painted the picture of 
being a parent with two children; you 
love them equally. If one breaks their 
leg, you tend to that child more to 
help them be at the same level of 
well-being as the other child. You do 
not love one more than the other, but 
sometimes it means taking extra 
measures to care for one.

So what does this comforting of the 
Palestinians look like? Well, many 
things involving the work for justice; 
for me, it means dealing with my 
fears of speaking out. For me, it 
means not only telling the stories and 
truths, but correcting the mistruths. 
In the Ten Commandments we hear 
that we should not bear false witness 
against anyone. Yet, in the 
interconnectedness of the Body of 
Christ, are we not also our sister and 
brother's keepers? If I allow someone 
to bear false witness without 
correcting it, am I not also to blame?

Over here, those of us who live, 
work, laugh, and cry with 
Palestinians have been extremely hurt 
by what has been said by public 
Þgures back in America about the 
Palestinian people. Most recently, 
Newt Gingrich claimed  that 
Palestinians are made up, terrorist, 
have a huge desire to destroy Israel, 
did not live here before Israel was 
established, all belong to Hamas, and 
that "the burden to show a 
willingness to reach a peace accord 
with the Israelis lies squarely with the 
Palestinians".!

Even if I had a newsletter every 
week, I wouldnÕt be able to do justice 
to the complex history behind the 
people of this land, both Jewish, 
Christian, and Muslim, but you can 
rest assured that everything Newt 
Gingrich has had to say about 
Palestine is grossly misleading. These 

lies mislead some well-intentioned 
people but also create a mentality of 
fear and hatred, which stands as a 
wall in front of later efforts for the 
truth to be told.

So, in an effort to comfort God's 
people, let us try to fulÞll the 
prophecy: "construct in the desert a 
road for our God.!Every valley must 
be elevated,!and every mountain and 
hill leveled.!The rough terrain will 
become a level plain, the rugged 
landscape a wide valley." My hope is 
that together we can work for justice 
for all that turns the desert of conßict 
into a road that brings glory to God.

This a real, undoctored photo of Palestinian 
children. I can vouch for the fact that these 

children, and many other Palestinians, 
exist. In fact, they are the umpteenth 

generations of Palestinians that have lived 
and thrived on this land for thousands and 

thousands of years.
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“Comfort, comfort my people”
(Continued from page 4)

“Being pro-Palestinian does 
not mean you are anti-Israeli. 

I consider myself both pro-
Palestinian and pro-Israeli.

I am pro-people loving.”

ÒIf you want to make 

peace with your enemy 

you have to work with 

your enemy. Then he 

becomes your partner.Ó

-Nelson Mandela

http://www.haaretz.com/news/international/newt-gingrich-palestinians-are-an-invented-people-1.400596
http://www.haaretz.com/news/international/newt-gingrich-palestinians-are-an-invented-people-1.400596
http://www.haaretz.com/news/international/newt-gingrich-palestinians-are-an-invented-people-1.400596
http://www.haaretz.com/news/international/newt-gingrich-palestinians-are-an-invented-people-1.400596
http://www.haaretz.com/news/international/newt-gingrich-palestinians-are-an-invented-people-1.400596
http://www.haaretz.com/news/international/newt-gingrich-palestinians-are-an-invented-people-1.400596
http://www.haaretz.com/news/international/newt-gingrich-palestinians-are-an-invented-people-1.400596
http://www.haaretz.com/news/international/newt-gingrich-palestinians-are-an-invented-people-1.400596
http://www.haaretz.com/news/international/newt-gingrich-palestinians-are-an-invented-people-1.400596
http://www.haaretz.com/news/international/newt-gingrich-palestinians-are-an-invented-people-1.400596
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Above: The YAGM group, plus Jeff and our guide, walks into the Red Sea 
with our ßippers on, ready to snorkel. Although the weather was very 
warm in Aqaba, the water was still cold, so we each got a wetsuit. I swam 
through hundreds of jellyÞsh (donÕt worry, they didnÕt sting), saw a 
lionÞsh, a giant clam, lots of coral, sea anemone, and clownÞsh. I didnÕt 
want to leave, but eventually I was too exhausted!

Top right: The colors of the rocks were breathtaking during our hike in the 
old city of Petra. Along one part of our path we came across hundreds of 
rocks stacked upon each other in the red sand. They reminded me of the 
altars Abraham built for God in Genesis.
Far right: We witnessed a ßock of goats on the move during our hike, set 
in front of the beautiful red and brown rocky cliffs. If you can zoom in and 
look closely you may be able to see the entrance to caves which Bedouins 
use for shelter for themselves, their animals, or their equipment.

At the beginning of February the six Jerusalem/West Bank 
YAGMs and our country coordinators, Julie and Jeff, went to 
Jordan for our Mid-Year retreat. We spent about two days in 
transit, but had so much fun packed into the other three. I 
went snorkeling in the Red Sea for the Þrst time in my life, 
which was absolutely amazing.

Then we spent a day in the Old City of Petra where we hiked 
for miles and miles. I was exhausted but felt such a sense of 
accomplishment after climbing over a thousand rocky stairs, 
and then some. Our hike was highlighted by a short respite in 
the company of a Bedouin man, seeing the famous and 
beautiful Treasury (one of the New Seven Wonders of the 
World), and taking a rather scary donkey ride up to the 
Monastery.

Our Þnal day was spent in Amman, visiting the Lutheran 
Church of the Good Shepherd, the second refugee 
congregation of the ELCJHL (and the only one in Jordan). I 
even got the opportunity to read the Epistle in English during 
their service!

It was a whirlwind trip, but one of the most amazing trips of 
my life, Þlled with great adventures!

^ The Treasury at Petra. You may recognize this site from the 
Harrison Ford classic, ÒIndiana Jones and the Last CrusadeÓ. It is 
also one of the New Seven Wonders of the World.
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Top left: Michelle (r) and I on our donkeys during the Þrst, 
deceivingly ßat, part of our journey. At parts we rode up at 45 
degree angels with our eight-year-old guide laughing yards behind 
us as we crashed into the rock sides.

Top right: Four victorious YAGMs post, proud of our hiking to the 
High Alter of SacriÞce in Petra. [l-r: Sara, Alma, Me, Michelle]

Right: The monastery at Petra which was an 800 step climb after a 
long day of hiking. Thus, we thought it wise to take donkey rides 
up.

Bottom left: Me, Michelle, and Sara after a very long day of hiking. 
It was nice to have not had to wear layers of winter clothes for most 
of the day, but we were all beyond exhausted. I didnÕt feel the need 
to sugarcoat it for a picture.

Bottom right: It was such a great accomplishment to climb up to the 
High Altar of SacriÞce at Petra. The views alone were worth it, and 
lunch had never tasted more delicious.
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Extra credit reading:
If you would like to read more about CourtneyÕs 
experience serving in Jerusalem and the West 
Bank take a look at her blog at http://wandering-
gnome.blogspot.com, which is typically updated 
once a week. [Once youÕve checked out the blog, 
consider signing up to receive blog posts via 
email by signing up along the right hand side of 
the page. Or, subscribe via RSS!]

Suggested reading:
“Palestine & Palestinians: Guidebook” 
by Alternative Tourism Group (ATG, 
2008).

About this young woman...
Courtney is a Candidate for Ordained Ministry 
in the ELCA, through the Upstate New York 
Synod, and currently, when not in Palestine, 
studying at the Lutheran Theological 
Seminary in Gettysburg. Before beginning her 
MDiv program, a mentor/pastor/friend in 
her hometown area of the Capital District of 
New York recommended Young Adults in 
Global Mission as a vehicle for continued 
vocational discernment and mode of service. 
This suggestion popped back into CourtneyÕs 
mind in January 2011 and the rest, as the 
cliche goes, is history.

Courtney applied with hopes that she would be able 
to serve in either the United Kingdom, Eastern Europe or Jerusalem/West Bank, and 
through a process of examining her strengths and the needs of each program with 
Global Mission staff, Courtney was called to serve for a year in the West Bank. While 
she could never have foreseen herself where she is now, she feels a deep sense of 
GodÕs desire for her to be where she is, doing what sheÕs doing.

Courtney enjoys pondering practical and feminist theologies as well as social history, 
the latter of which she focused on during her undergraduate years at Messiah College 
(May 2010). When not working, Courtney can usually be found in some artistic 
pursuit, either with music or crafting. Whenever she has the means and opportunity, 
she travels, explores, and listens to stories :)

Contact:
You can contact Courtney Weller 
by email at cty.weller@gmail.com 
or via mail at 

Lutheran Church of the Redeemer
Courtney A. Weller
Muristan Road, P.O. Box 14076
Jerusalem- Old City 91440
via Israel
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Upon returning to the States, Courtney will be available 
for speaking engagements beginning in October 2012. 
Please consider having Courtney meet with your small 
group or congregation and share her experiences with 
serving the Palestinian people through the ELCAÕs Young 
Adults in Global Mission program. Guest preaching 
opportunities will also be available. Thank you!

An excerpt from ÒThoughts on SolitudeÓ by Thomas Merton

My Lord My God,
We have no idea where we are going.
We do not see the road ahead of us.
We cannot know for certain where it will end.
Nor do we really know ourselves,
And the fact that we think that we are following
Your will does not mean that we are actually doing so.
But we believe that the desire to please you does in fact 
please you.

And we hope we have that desire in all that we are 
doing.
!We hope that we will never do anything apart from that 
desire.
!And we know that if we do this,
You will lead us by the right road
Though we may know nothing about it.
Therefore we will trust you always though we may
Seem to be lost and in the shadow of death.
We will not fear, for you are ever with us,
And you will never leave us to face our perils alone.

YAGMs Laurin-Whitney and Megan (l-r) 
walking towards the Treasury in Petra while 
a Jordanian man rides by with his camels. 
“Air-conditioned,” he called out.

“Be who God meant you 
to be and you will set the 

world on fire.” 
-St Catherine of Siena
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