“Welcome, welcome in Palestine”

Having embarked upon my last month of a three month stay in Abu Dis, I am still proffered this universally genuine and warm phrase by the town’s friendly residents, on a daily basis as I walk the streets of Abu Dis  
A few days ago I found myself wondering how best to sum up the time I have spent here. Well, that day, as I walked towards home after a morning class, I was stopped by a group of small girls who came speeding after me down the hill, in to the green valley which is currently my home.  One of the girls shyly handed me a card and then the group sped back up the hill as fast as they had come.

The letter inside informed me that Nameen, a little girl who I had never met, wanted to get to know me and to be my friend.  I was at first surprised by this seemingly random act of kindness, but on reflection, I have come to realise that this is just one of countless examples of friendship and generosity which the people of this small town have extended to me, in the short time I have been here.
From the outset of my time as a volunteer teacher I have been presided over by Abed, CADFA’s entrerprising and hardworking local coordinator, whose knowledge of Palestinian politics and history are of encyclopedic proportions.   Abed’s talent for informing and explaining the key issues affecting Abu Dis and Palestine has meant that I am updated daily on matters of human rights- arrests, imprisonments, checkpoints.  It has also meant that my coffee consumption has gone through the roof.
I was first put to work on introductions and finding my way round the town and the neighbouring Azarya (Bethany), with the help of the previous volunteer, Jill.  Classes were set up in the mornings at various local schools as well as the ongoing afternoon classes for men, women and children at the Friendship House.

For both myself and the students, working around the different schools has been something like making a guest appearance- a break from the normal routine for the students, and a chance for me to enter a room full of welcoming, smiling faces and  have a free reign for an hour two of conversation, games and activities. It is definitely fun. One girl at the local UN school got so excited when I came to the first class that she whipped out a traditional Palestinian costume, plonked it over my head, gave me a huge hug and kiss and then started doing a dance! Other classes have involved dabka demonstrations, class debates, as well as a consistent barrage of curious questions (from both students and teachers)  about my life, family, and why one earth I am not married with children…!  After the classes I regularly have to peel myself from the teachers’ room after an hour or so of tea, chat and the spontaneous emergences of humous and falafel.
Tea, synonymous with Palestinian hospitality, is offered at every possible opportunity- in shops, during classes, or sitting on the porch of my home gazing at the roses and olive trees.  On many occasions I have been ushered in to the house of someone I barely know to be offered drinks and biscuits and a chance of respite from the hot afternoon sun.  

The friendship house has become a central institution for this small town’s community, especially for the youth now that schools have finished for the summer.  In the afternoons it is usually filled with children, teenagers, women, coming to use the computer, practice Dabka routines or for an English class.  In the evening Dr Abdullah, Abu Dis’ most tireless GP, attends the adjoining clinic providing much needed medical services to local people.  
Life on a daily basis is quiet and taken at a strolling pace.   However of course, the Separation Wall, visible from most places, looms large both physically and psychologically over the town, eclipsing both the sunset and any hope of reaching nearby Jerusalem.  Abu Dis was once a busy city suburb, within walking distance of the Old City, but has now become an isolated village, suffering from unemployment and lack of vital health and recreational services.  Daily patrols of honking army jeeps through the town are a caustic reminder of the oppressive military presence in and around the town.  
The daily challenges and difficulties that life in the West Bank presents, are dealt with admirably and resourcefully by the people here.  When passing through checkpoints, I am constantly amazed at how calmly and patiently people manage the undignified and aggressive manner in which they are treated by soldiers.  

Despite the difficult condition under which the people of Abu Dis live, there is always welcoming smile, and a joke to be found, and probably an invitation to lunch.  With just a few weeks left I am spreading myself thin, spending evenings with families in answer to long-standing invitations, as well as trying to learn a few more Dabka steps and repeating (over and over) my past-tense Arabic verbs.   

