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I should have known better. It was the last week of Ramadan and the holiest day in the Muslim calendar, and school was out for the day! Still, ever the wishful thinker, I convinced myself that the quickest way back to the church would be through Damascus Gate. Wrong again! It took a full fifteen minutes just to move through the gate opening to the main suq, or market street, a path which usually takes two minutes. I was totally encased in a moving, human mass. Once in, there was no exit until the throng eased to the bottom of the hill and two roads branched off. Unbelievably, a number of the pushcarts which serve as the “18-wheelers” of the Old City passed through the crowd. Where there was literally no room, a tiny avenue would appear, pressing the people even more closely together, and the cart would move by. In the midst of all this—where not a single person could move separately from the crowd—I was gripped by the words of a young Palestinian man who was being swept along very near me, “Watch your wallet.” Three times he turned from his own progress to remind me of my need for security. 

Finally, I reached a spot where I could walk at my own pace, and I breathed a sigh of relief and continued on my way to the office. About halfway there I heard the insistent sounds of one of the men who push these carts which transport everything from clothing to appliances everywhere through the city. Pedestrians quickly learn the art of stepping aside to allow free space for the always-impatient pushers to hurry on. Only this time I wasn’t quick enough for him. The front wheel rammed my heel, and, as I turned sideways to get out of the way, he began screaming profanities at me at the top of his lungs. Not shocked, but definitely taken aback, I started to respond, but that only made his speech more violent. Then, before I had time to act further, the nearest shopkeeper literally leaped from his storefront to within two inches of the man’s face. Even with my very, very limited knowledge of the Arabic tongue, I knew precisely what words accompanied the whack across the younger man’s back, both admonishing him and sending him away at the same time. Then, the unexpected! The nearest five men to me, in what, but for its complete spontaneity and sincerity could have been a well-rehearsed chorus, blurted out their apologies for what had been said to me. None of the five said anything about the cart driver; not one said how awful it was. Each man said either, “I am so sorry.” Or “I apologize.” The anguish in their faces made it easily apparent that they were far, far more aggrieved than I was. They took full responsibility for the man’s actions. He is of their community; I am a stranger. 
Sure, I was wearing a clerical collar. Yes, my gray hair entitles me to a little respect in the culture here. And I have been up and down that narrow street enough times to be a familiar face to many of the merchants and some of the shoppers. But when I thought quickly of the American cities whose streets I had walked a thousand times, I could not conjure up a similar scene. And people ask me if I feel safe here!?! 

I reached the nearest man’s shoulder with a reassuring touch, smiled and said that it was okay, and resumed my walk. The rest of the way back my thoughts focused on how little the rest of the world knows what the people here are like. I am convinced that the only reason that I was so calm and took the whole episode in stride is that the actions of the crowd did not really surprise me. They reflected the character of the hospitality, the warmth, and the welcome that have surrounded me all the while I have lived here. 
As I write this letter the entire land is waiting and watching the medical and political reports concerning the grave condition of Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat. Virtually every person here, regardless of politics, religion, ethnicity, or position, has thoughts and opinions as to what will happen in the now likely event of Mr. Arafat’s death. Some harsh words have been uttered in public, but for the most part the conversation has been remarkably restrained. It is an understatement of significance to note that we are together experiencing an historic moment. All other considerations aside, we are witnesses to the end of an era encompassing more than three decades. No one can know what that bodes for the future, but all of us share the fervent prayer that in the months ahead men and women on all sides of the conflict here will be able to make their way back onto that long, winding road to peace with justice. You know as well as I do that peace is so much more than the cessation of war or the absence of hostilities. It is that state of life—of mind—of heart in which we come to see the face of God in those around us whom once we knew as enemies and strangers. 
Peace is a tapestry of a thousand threads of all the good that humankind can offer. Today five men gave a glimpse of one of those threads. I pray that God will move women and men to become weavers of peace.
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