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My home is Jerusalem. This is what I
always answer when my tour groups
ask me where I’m from. I was born on
the Mount of Olives and I have lived in
Jerusalem all my life. I grew up in the
Christian Quarter of the Old City. My
father is buried on Mount Zion and my
grandfather’s tomb is in the Garden of
Gethsemane.

among the ancient stones of this land.
I have worked to pass my experience
onto the next generation. After I earned
my travel expert license in 1995, I
taught tourism at Bethlehem University
for twelve years. At the same time, I was
able to convince the Israeli Ministry of
Tourism, especially during Oslo peace
negotiations, to allow Palestinians who
lived in Jerusalem to get licensed as
tour guides. We developed a program
in English, and the first guiding course
for East Jerusalem started in 1997.
We now have over 300 Palestinian
tour guides who are licensed by the
state of Israel.

As a child I helped my father, George,
when he did contract work at the
Church of the Holy Sepulcher. I was
amazed at this holy place and the
number of foreigners who came there
to visit and pray. I was fascinated by
the tour guides, and soon, I followed
tourists inside the church and offered
to guide them. And so, in the holiest
place in Christianity, the place of the
crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus
Christ, my vocation as a Christian tour
guide took off.

It is estimated that 80 percent of the
tourists that visit our beautiful country
are Christian pilgrims. As a Christian
tour guide, I always make sure to
connect them to the land historically
and spiritually, letting the Bible unfold as
they see places they have only ever read
about. To me, it is not only a profession,
but also a ministry.

It was on February 19, 1980 when I
picked up my first group, American
Baptists from Cleveland. On our first full
day we awoke in St. George’s Hotel in
Jerusalem to find my beloved city kneedeep in snow. As a Latin-rite Catholic, I
took the group on the Via Dolorosa and
to the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, not
realizing that Baptists don’t do these
things! I had to learn quickly.

Many of my pilgrims go home and
write me thank you letters for helping
them strengthen their faith, and also for
opening their eyes to realities, which
they never knew about because of the
distortions in their media. Sometimes I
don’t even have to say anything.

A Christian tour guide is different from
a secular one. The Christian guide must
communicate the Christian faith in the
land where it was born. But we are also
ambassadors of our land, our people,
our culture, our religious traditions, our
history, our suffering, and our hopes. As
a Christian guide I am a “living stone”

My home is Jerusalem. And when
I receive a group of travelers from
anywhere on earth, I welcome them
home, for Jerusalem is home to the
whole world.
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“And indeed language continues to reveal
how censorious Israeli leaders were,
even of Palestinians’ dreams. During the
course of the negotiation a message sent
by prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu
to US secretary of State John Kerry,
included a YouTube video of the popular
Palestinian vocalist Mohammed Assaf
dubbed Mahboub Al-Arab (beloved by the
Arabs), who won first place in the popular
TV contest, Arab Idol, and was later made
a goodwill ambassador for UNRWA…
Israel considered the way Assaf sang
longingly about cities in Israel that were
once Palestinian an incitement.”

Raja Shehadeh
Profile Books, 2015, 150 pages, £9.99
Reviewed by Mahmoud Muna, The
Educational Bookshop, Jerusalem
Published last month, Raja Shehadeh’s
new book, Language of War, Language
of Peace, is a reflection on Edward
Said’s interest in culture, language, and
politics. This book is the culmination of
the accomplished, scholarly work of an
experienced jurist, humanist, and clearly
gifted writer.
Known for his enduring positivity,
Shehadeh stretches his optimism to the
limits, exploring the theme of language
and its misuse in an attempt to test its
relevance regarding the main turning
points of the Palestine-Israel conflict.
In his own words, he was guided
by “Edward [Said’s] often-repeated
aphorism, borrowed from Antonio
Gramsci: ‘Pessimism of the intellect,
optimism of the will’.”

In reading this beautifully written book,
you are left without doubt that this is
perhaps one of Shehadeh’s most angry
and despairing writings. It is so telling to
see a writer known for his passion, love,
and optimism, writing bleak truths with
smaller margins left for hope than ever
before. Raja Shehadeh finds this hope
in the growing BDS movement, or the
“counter-boycott” as he calls it. Drawing
inspiration from Archbishop Desmond
Tutu, he argues, ”Civil society must step
into the breach, as it did in South Africa’s
struggle against apartheid.”

He writes subjectively on the wars of
1948 and 1967 and, later, he challenges
the “goodness” of the wall, not just
as a lawyer but also as a neighbor.
Shehadeh goes on to critically reflect
upon the dynamics of the peace process,
from Oslo to the final round of failed
negotiations under the supervision of
John Kerry, using his knowledge of the
internal affairs and procedures. He also
provides a necessarily current, timely, and
accurate analysis of the recent violence
experienced in Jerusalem, as well as the
summer 2014 war on Gaza. All throughout
the book, references and numbers are
provided, as well as extensive notes at
the end of the book, making it not just
a very informative volume but also a
comprehensively written one.

This book is perhaps an attempt by one
of the most eloquent Palestinian writers
to express his anger at the rhetorical use
of language itself to stretch narratives,
making them fit multiple dimensions
of meaning through the possibility of
words. Mukharribiin, infiltrators, terrorist,
framework, road map, sumoud, aliya,
fidayeen, shabab, and Nakba, these are
only some of the words that Shehadeh
is deconstructing to demonstrate the
possible misuse of language, convolution
of expression, and the exploitation of words.
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